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INTRODUCTION

Introduction

In Dakar, people criticised marriage all the time. In the
media, in everyday social talk, in jokes, in social
commentary, such criticisms rebounded throughout
society: lazy and entitled husbands; jealous and greedy
wives; absent polygynous fathers; overbearing mothers-in-
law; these were all typical tropes surrounding figures and
positionalities that were produced by marriage. Perceivably
rising divorce rates and challenges to longer-standing
patriarchal gender roles were often criticised in Dakar, the
urban epicentre of Senegal, where larger segments of the
population were well-educated and worked in professional
domains. Many people lamented the difficulties of
marriage, and yet, importantly, all these criticisms and
complaints were often made in a general vein: it was much
rarer to hear people make specific complaints about their
husband or wife, particularly a wife about her husband, as
this would break with the local gendered and respectable
social value of wax bu rafet'. Nevertheless, be it in the
media or amongst peers, marriage was constantly spoken
of and criticised, whilst at the same time, it also remained a
central aspiration and obligatory practice for most persons.
Paradoxically, even those whom | heard give the most
fervent criticisms of marriage would uphold and promote
its practice, scolding the unmarried and pressuring them to
get married.

13 Translated in French as Jes belles paroles’ (i.e. beautiful words), wax bu rafet constitutes a social value and
practice, by which people only (publicly) say positive and valorised things about someone or something (Moya,
2017).
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INTRODUCTION

The question of marriage was thus on everybody'’s lips, which is why |
came to centre marriage as a principal line of enquiry in my research. Be
it when meeting strangers on the street, friends of friends, or others, after
the formal salutations had taken place, inevitably one question was asked
of me: ‘Amnga jabar?’ (Do you have a wife?). My negative response would
often be followed by the question: ‘Naata at amnga?’ (How old are you?)
Following my response to this question, the more moralising narratives
would often commence: ‘But why?’, ‘At your age you should be married!’,
‘What are you waiting for?’, ‘'What are you scared of?!’, ‘Are you ok!?".
Although my age, being in my late 20s, meant that | could, and most
probably should already be married, it also offered me a little space: |
had not yet hit 30, and so | could claim to be waiting, to wish to first finish
my studies. Yet, | was lucky. Such questions, criticisms and pressures to
marry did not come from kin; | could easily enough disregard them.
Playing on my cultural alterity, | had much more space to respectably
resist such narratives. In any case, whether directed towards me or
towards others, such narratives that constructed being unmarried as
something bizarre, as being in a position of lacking something, served to
reinforce and reiterate the ideologically universal nature of marriage.

As such, marriage structured social relations. Yet, despite the constant
narratives that promoted its normative practice, not everybody did
engage with it in a normative fashion, or at all. Although such
positionalities were obscured by the larger narratives, they nevertheless
existed, even if somewhat in the shadows. As | came to meet divorcees
who were in no hurry to remarry, elder single persons who never married,
young persons who were actively delaying marriage, and same-sex-
desiring persons who intended to interact with marriage in non-
normative ways, it became clear that marital norms were more flexible
than societal narratives led one to believe. These people, who held
dissident opinions and enacted dissident practices towards marriage,
were not necessarily as marginalised as the narratives suggested. They
were not social outcasts; they were respectable educated urban

professionals who held important social roles in their communities and
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INTRODUCTION

families. Simultaneously dissident and respectable, they were in the
shadows of respectability. An important space thus opened up between
the larger narratives surrounding marriage, and the dissident practices
towards marriage of my participants. In this thesis, this penumbral space
is one of creativity and flexibility and holds productive promise in
enabling me to question the structural power and the supposed stability
of marriage in Dakarois society.

Nevertheless, the repeated social pressures to marry remind us that
any changes to marital practices—including not marrying—provoke
considerable social anxieties. The diverse, and at times not realised,
adjustments to the Senegalese code de la famille (Family Law), have been
the subject of polemic discussions and confrontations since the law’s
inception in 1972 (Brossier, 2004; Sow, 2018a). Elaborated according to
secular principles, but often constrained in promoting full gender
equality by arguments framed as traditional and/or Islamic, feminist
groups have long battled to remove and/or reform certain clauses, such
as the right to polygyny or the role of the husband as head of the
household. In response, Islamic associations have staged considerable
protests, including in 2002, when an Islamic organisation called for sharia
law to be applied to all Senegalese Muslims. Fatou Sow qualified such
protests as being processes of a ‘moral panic’ (Sow, 2018a, p. 92):
changes to the code de la famille, including to marital practices, thus
become conceived as attacks on the moral fabric of society. Moreover,
the publication of photos of an alleged same-sex wedding in 2008, and
the subsequent proliferation of homophobic discourses of the moral
decay of society—a moral panic—demonstrates the power that perceived
changes to marriage hold in generating social anxieties. Whilst
beforehand same-sex practices were relatively tolerated as long as they
were practiced discreetly and did not become common knowledge, 2008
marked an important shift in their mediatic visibility and societal
representations. The fact that this shift followed the publication of photos
of a wedding attests to the power marriage holds in regulating

heteronormative social reproduction and belonging. Therefore, around
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those who are the topic of this thesis—those who are dissident towards

marriage—considerable social anxieties also crystallise.

Interestingly, the broader public preoccupation with marriage—of
which the seminars presented in the opening vignette were a
part—signals the unstable and fragile character of marriage, and by
connection patriarchal gender relations. The choice of the seminar
organisers to target a specific audience of relatively wealthy, urban, and
educated professionals, shows how marriage is perceived to be of
particular concern for this group. The organisation of the seminars, the
controversies over changes to the code de la famille, and the moral panic
following the publication of photos of a same-sex wedding, all show how
normative practices of marriage need constant support and
reinforcement, alluding to the fact that marriage may not be as self-
evident as people are often led to believe. Through the considerable
work that goes into upholding marriage, one can read the universal
character of marriage quite differently. If marriage was such a self-evident
social obligation and universal aspiration, then why was so much work
needed to safeguard it? Does all the work—daily social pressures,
protests, religious sermons, etc.—enacted around ensuring that the
normative practice of marriage continues, not actually point towards a
different reading of marriage? One that does not foreground its stability

but rather illuminates its fragile, and ultimately unstable, character.

Before | go into detail on the theoretical framework of my thesis, | shall
briefly introduce the research context, Dakar. My principal research sites,
along with the characteristics of those who frequent them, will then be

introduced in the following chapter.

Locating the study

The research was conducted in Dakar, the political, economic, and

cultural capital of Senegal. Dakar is located on the Cap-Vert peninsula,
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Figure 1: Administrative Map of Senegal. Source: Vector map, Rainer Lesniewski, Shutterstock.

the most western point of Africa. The strategically important geographic
location of Dakar has shaped its history, and continues to shape its
present. Situated at a transatlantic crossroads, this bustling cosmopolitan
metropolis has been fashioned by the ebbs and flows of mobility (Neveu
Kringelbach, 2013). In 2017, the region of Dakar's population was
estimated at 3,529,300 persons, meaning that 23.1% of the national
population (estimated at 15,256,364 in 2017) (Republique du Senegal,
2017) occupy just 0.3% of the nation’s territory (Hann, 2013), making
Dakar a densely populated metropolis. The Senegalese population—like
that of Dakar—is predominantly Muslim, with an estimated 96.1% of the
population adhering to Islam, and the rest of the population adhering
either to Catholic or animist beliefs in 2016.'* Most Senegalese follow a

14  https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sg.html (accessed 16 July, 2018.)
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Sufi form of Islam, and one of its key features is its organization into
tarigas (brotherhoods), who have played, and continue to play a
prominent religious, cultural, economic and political role in the country.
The majority of Senegalese Muslims adhere to one of the four main
tarigas, the Tijaniyya, the Murridiyya (who are the two largest), the
Qadiriyya, and the Layenne (Bop, 2005). Islam occupies a large space in
Senegalese society, and more than just a religion, it is enacted as a

sociocultural practice (A. Diop, 2018).

In 1902, Dakar became the capital of colonial French West Africa
(Afrique-Occidentale Francaise, hereby referred to as A.-O.F.), making it a
political, economic and educative hub for the whole region of
francophone West Africa towards which people migrated. Dakar became
a centre of education for girls and boys from all over the A.-O.F. (Barthel,
1975), and indigenous elites became highly influential throughout the
A.-O.F, granting Senegal and Dakar a disproportionally large leadership
role in the colonial system (Neveu Kringelbach, 2013). Contemporary
Dakar can be characterised by ever-growing inequalities and a precarious
socioeconomic condition. Unemployment and underemployment are
estimated at between 40-44% and approximately 25% of households live
below the poverty line (Scheld, 2007). A declining economic condition
attributed to economic crisis that began in the 1980s has led to a large
informalization of the economy; the creation of profound disparities
between socioeconomic groups, including the pauperisation of the
middle-classes; the decline of the state’s role in public life; and the
fragilisation of traditional forms of social mobility, originally centred
around formal education and salaried fonctionnaire’™ employment
(Mbodji, 2002). This context spawned the expression, vivre sénégalaisement,
i.e. to live in a Senegalese fashion, that is, without the state (Hann, 2013),
and the popular figure of the goorgoorlu (made famous by the television
cartoon of TT. Fons), the typical Dakarois urbanite who struggles to get
by on a daily basis (se débrouiller in French) in a context of increasing

economic insecurity (Neveu Kringelbach, 2013). This study, however,

15 Translates from French to civil servant. For a more detailed presentation of the fonctionnaire, see Chapter 2.
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focuses on educated urban professionals, who through their salaried
employment are relatively wealthy, even if for many of them, their

socioeconomic status has deteriorated slightly over recent decades.

Participants in my research professed a sense of prestige surrounding
their city, its history, its culture, and its role in the global world. Even if
independence had occurred roughly 60 years beforehand, they
continued to see Dakar as an unofficial capital of Francophone West
Africa. They were often proud that Dakar was a regional headquarters for
International Organisations and NGOs, the city having benefited from an
exodus of some such organisations from Abidjan, Cote d'lvoire, following
political unrest there in the early 2010s. Yet, for my participants Abidjan
remained the only socioeconomically comparable Francophone West
African city. Although people often compared the two cities conceptually,
statistically Cote d'lvoire is wealthier, with a GDP per capita in 2021 of
$2,579, compared to $1,607 in Senegal.?®

Nevertheless, they all felt that Dakar was much more developed than
cities like Bamako, Conakry, or Ouagadougou, for example, and upheld
Dakar, along with Abidjan, as the bastions of economic development and
cultural prestige in francophone West Africa. Yet, they felt like Dakar was
behind other anglophone African cities, and that Senegal as a country
was behind other anglophone African countries, in terms of
socioeconomic development. In such comparisons, they routinely
referred to Accra (Ghana), Lagos (Nigeria), Nairobi (Kenya), Kigali
(Rwanda), and Johannesburg (South Africa) as exemplifying this
perception. One participant, who due to work had recently travelled to
Nairobi, really enjoyed his trip. He proceeded to tell me how astonished
he was at the level of development in Nairobi, where the streets were
clean, banks opened on time and business was done more efficiently; he
also felt that gender relations were more egalitarian, women were ‘freer’
to do what they liked. With his last comments, he also alluded to
contextual shifts of gender roles, a subject that will be addressed

16  https://countryeconomy.com/countries/compare/ivory-coast/
senegal?sector=Annual+GDP+at+market+prices&sc=XE33#tbl (accessed 22 February, 2023).
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throughout this thesis, as these urban professionals often found
themselves caught between two relatively opposed understandings of
gender. Following this brief introduction to Dakar, the site of my research,
| shall now explore some of the themes that are key to my thesis in
anthropological research on marriage in African societies. | will then
elaborate on the theoretical framework of this thesis and give an
overview of the political-economic context of my research. This will be
followed by an overview on the methods | used, a reflection on my

positionality, and finally, an overview of the subsequent chapters.

Researching marriage from its peripheries:
Marriage in African anthropology

Popularly depicted as the cross-sex union of two persons or of two
families, marriage is a socially recognised and legitimised union that
confers gendered social adulthood, access to sexuality, and organises
social reproduction. Since the discipline’s conception, anthropological
research on marriage has been abundant. In the following sections |
focus on four aspects that have been evoked in the study of African
marriages and which will be key to understanding my thesis: marriage as
a universal desire; marriage as dynamic; marriage as a marker of status;
and marriage as a producer of cultural and national belonging. This
section will end with a short reflection on marriage’s importance towards
structuring personhood, as this relation is key to my theoretical
framework. Important in the conceptualisation of my thesis is the fruitful
promise that looking at marriage not from within, but from its margins,
holds. As such, this thesis will ask, What can we learn about the structural
power of marriage when we investigate it from its dissident margins?
Although marriage shall retain some of its structural power, this thesis will
shine a light on the complex, and at times playful, dissident interactions

of my participants within and across this structural norm.
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Marriage as a universal desire

Since the beginning of anthropological research on marriage,
marriage has been posited as a universal rite of passage that everyone
should (desire to) achieve. In both the British structural-functionalist
approach that privileged the notion of descent (Evans-Pritchard, 1940;
Fortes, 1949; Radcliffe-Brown, 1950, 1952), and the French structuralist
approach that privileged the notion of alliance (Héritier, 1981;
Lévi-Strauss, 1969), marriage was upheld as the principal building block
of social organisation. In the former approach, which studied descent as
the central dimension of kinship, marriage enabled social reproduction
through unions that produced children. In the latter, marriage enabled
social cohesion between groups and social reproduction through a
universal prohibition of incest that required the exogamous exchange of
women (alliance). In such accounts, marriage was posited as an
obligatory practice, with those who did not marry being depicted as
social anomalies and outcasts. Lévi-Strauss spoke of the ‘plight of the
bachelor, who is neither accorded nor expects full human rights, being
less than a full person’ (Lévi-Strauss, 1969, p. 39), whilst Fortes contended
that ‘there is something wrong by native standard, with men and women
who never marry, and they are few’ (Fortes, 1949, p. 81). Whether focused
more on kinship (British structural functionalism) or on marriage (French
structuralism), these two approaches long dominated anthropological
understandings of marriage.

Yet, these approaches have been (rightly) criticised since, for example
by scholars of feminist anthropology (Rubin, 1975), Marxist anthropology
(Meillassoux, 1972), and New Kinship Studies, who have pointed to how
both approaches described kinship roles in very normative terms that left
very little space for flexibility or variation in daily life practices (Carsten,
2003). More recently, Pauli (2016) characterised the structural-
functionalist and the structuralist approaches as having a metanarrative
of stability, pointing to how marriage and kinship were seen as ahistorical
(abstracted from time and context) and enduring social facts.
Furthermore, due to marriage’s perceived stability and its essentiality to
social reproduction, any change to marriage was, and is, seen as
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particularly dangerous (Hunter, 2016a; Pauli & van Dijk, 2016), which
often leads to the ‘discursive erasure of any alternative sexual
relationships and subject positions’ (Kam Yip Lo, 2010, p. 92). It thus
becomes clear that upholding the so-called metanarrative of stability,
which posits marriage as a universally desired goal, has obscured other

dissident interactions with marriage.

The 1969 article by Yaya Wane, dedicated to never-married
Toucouleur men in Northern Senegal, gives us an idea of the weight that
the universality of marriage held in forming social belonging, as those
who chose to never marry are stigmatised and considered as socially
incomplete (Wane, 1969). Importantly, however, Wane's research enables
us to see that, historically, there were indeed men who chose not to
marry. This historical evidence thereby enables us to begin to question
the pervasive belief that marriage has always been a universally desired
practice. Nevertheless, | argue that accounts depicting marriage in Africa
as a universally shared goal are still pervasive in research today, with
Dawids and Pauli (2017) positing marriage as the ‘essential ingredient of
a decent adult life’ (p. 25). For example, in her research on ‘'waithood'—a
phenomenon by which young people experience an involuntarily
delayed adulthood due to not being able to marry because of
socioeconomic difficulties—Honwana (2012) upholds the ideal that all
such persons desire marriage. Separately, research into elder never-
married women in Nigeria has framed their never-married status not as a
choice but as the outcome of unfortunate events, further entrenching the
idea that an aspiration to marriage is a universally shared phenomenon
(Ntoimo & Isiugo-Abanihe, 2014a, 2014b). Even the accordance of
marital rights to same-sex couples in certain countries further entrenches
ideas of marriage being universal. In Senegal, marriage is popularly
depicted as an obligatory rite of passage, and most contemporary
research into marriage has upheld the narrative that everyone must, and
more importantly wants to, marry. Even in the face of increasing
difficulties to marry (Prothmann, 2017), increasing divorce rates (Dial,

2008), and the generally decreasing viability of marriage, the ideal of the
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universality of marriage retains its power (Buggenhagen, 2012;
Hannaford & Foley, 2015)".

Pervasive in all such accounts is the idea that the failure to achieve
marriage is the result of unfortunate personal and/or socioeconomic
circumstances: such narratives thereby deny the possibility of agency in
determining whether one wants to marry or not. In this thesis, | question
this argument that marriage is a universally shared desire by looking at
the lives of those who do not wish to engage with (re)marriage in socially
idealised ways, as well as those who do not wish to engage with marriage
at all. Rather than investigating those who did not or cannot marry due to
socioeconomic or personal conditions, which as we have seen upholds
the universality of aspiring to marriage, | foreground those who hold
dissident opinions towards the practice of (re)marriage: those who are on
marriage’s margins, as they either do not engage with marriage in a
normative fashion, or at all. This thesis thus asks, What happens to our
understandings on the supposed universality of the desire to marry,

when we look at marriage from its margins?

Marriage as dynamic

Although popularly depicted as a universal goal and practice,
marriage is also inherently dynamic and flexible. Establishing a
comprehensive cross-cultural definition of marriage has proved difficult,
due precisely to its flexible nature that makes it ‘a source of innovation
and surprise’ (Burnham, 1987; Carsten et al., 2021, p. 3; Mody, 2015),
whilst also being the source of considerable social anxiety (Carsten et al.,
2021, p. 4). The advent of forms of same-sex marriage in certain countries
around the world attests to marriage’s dynamic, yet enduring, nature.
Furthermore, in many African contexts, including Senegal, various forms

of marriage exist simultaneously: from so-called traditional marriages, to

17 In her research on the decline of marriage in Namibia, Pauli (2019) shows that marriage has become a
marker of middle-class and/or elite belonging, thereby excluding most of the population from accessing it.
However, although it has become increasingly out of reach for many persons, its value has not decreased for
them (pp. 258-259). Similarly, in South Africa, Hunter (2016b) has shown that the status of marriage may
remain very high due to its current infrequency.
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state-sanctioned civic marriages, to religious marriages (Nyanzi et al.,
2004; Pauli, 2019, pp. 33-388). | also add symbolic marriages to this list,
that is, ceremonies that are often performed between same-sex partners,
but that carry no legal or religious legitimacy in Senegal.’ Within all
these forms of marriage, the meaning given to marriage, along with how
it is practised and represented, varies considerably. Moreover, marriage
is procedural and processual: it can be gained and lost, as is made clear
in the Wolof proverb 'Séy ag carax fioo yem, doo yég suy dagg’ (marriage
is like sandals, you can lose them at any moment) (Dial, 2008, p. 129). To
understand marriage, it is therefore necessary to think of it as plural and
dynamic, ambiguous, and open to change, and not as a stable social

institution as put forward by structural-functionalist approaches.

In Senegal, marrying within one’s own community has traditionally
been the norm, with spouses often coming from the same family, the
same ethnic group and the same caste, and marriage seen as the union
of two lineages, not two individuals (M'Baye, 1988). Socioeconomic
conditions have had significant effects on marriage practices, and Dial
(2008) contends that marriage practices are growing further and further
from the so-called traditional norm in Dakar. In Dakar, urbanisation and a
volatile socioeconomic climate have created a situation where the social
ascension of a wife via her husband is no longer guaranteed, which has
supposedly led to rising divorce rates (Dial, 2008; Hannaford & Foley,
2015). As such, different practices surrounding marriage and courtship
have transpired: the age at first marriage has risen, the criteria of partner
selection is increasingly exogamous and centred around economic
concerns, women are increasingly using divorce and remarriage to better
their lives, and new practices of intimate and economic courtship that
contest hegemonic gender norms—mbaraan?*—have emerged (Dial,

18 For an overview of the dynamic nature of African marriages in anthropological research, please see these
pages of Pauli’s (2019) monograph (pp. 33-38).

19 Iexplore this in more detail in Chapter 5: Queering Marriage—The Flexibility of Marriage.

20 Mbaraan is a practice by which ‘women maintain a dating relationship with two or more male partners’as
a strategy of economic and intimate support. For more information, please see the work of Foley & Drame,
2013, p.121; Fouquet, 2007; Nyamnjoh, 2005.
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2001, 2008; Foley & Drame, 2013; Hannaford, 2017; Hannaford & Foley,
2015; Nyamnjoh, 2005).

Nevertheless, it is also important to recognise that the flexibility of
marriage has it limits. Firstly, inspired by Shapiro’s (2008) argument, it is
important to recognise that to more or less classify unions as marriage
can resultin a misleading use of the term and a loss of meaning. Marriage
can and does take many forms that mean different things to different
people. Additionally, those varying forms are socially and/or politically
recognised (or not) differently. Secondly, one should not ignore the
exclusionary aspects of marriage that still operate in fluid structures.
Thirdly, one ought not forget that despite its flexibility and ambiguity,
marriage as a process does have an endpoint: being considered as
married (Pauli, 2016). Fourthly, one must recognise the importance of the
ideal marriage prototype. Whilst the prototype is not fixed and is under
negotiation, the prototype nevertheless holds ideological, social, and
moral importance, acting as a baseline against which other types of
relations are evaluated (Pauli, 2016). Importantly in this thesis, my
participants, who enact dissident practices around marriage, are
constantly evaluated against an idealised form of marriage. Lastly, it is
important to take into account that the ‘flexibility of conjugal relations is
tightly embedded in a not so flexible moral and economic structure’
(Pauli, 2016, p. 104). Be that as it may, the dissident processes and
practices through which my participants relate to marriage lean towards
a reading of marriage as inherently dynamic and flexible. Ultimately,
through their stories, | will join Carsten et al's (2021, p. 8) call to
‘denaturalise’ the normative value accorded to marriage through which
the inherent instability of marriage—a key node in its dynamism—will
emerge. Importantly, this instability does not emerge from looking within
marriage, but rather from looking at marriage from its margins. What do
their dissident interactions with and around marriage reveal about

marriage’s supposedly stable structural power?
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Marriage as generating status

In Senegal, as in many other West African countries (Whitehouse,
2016), marriage is considered an obligatory rite of passage that marks
one'’s entry into social adulthood, thereby conferring respectability,
social status and prestige onto those who are married (Buggenhagen,
2012; Dial, 2008; Hannaford & Foley, 2015; Pauli & van Dijk, 2016).
Although also important for men, with those who stray from ideal marital
norms being considered as irresponsible and socially incomplete (Wane,
1969), marriage is particularly integral to the respectability of women, as
their social status is largely determined through marriage and
motherhood (Wade, 2008, p. 50). It is perhaps within the study of
waithood (Honwana, 2012), that the link between marriage, social
adulthood, and respectability has been the most pronounced in research
in Africa during the past decade. Within waithood, the connection
between social adulthood and marriage is explicit, as men in particular
lament how they are stuck, and are presented as suffering and not
granted respectability and dignity due to their inability to marry
(Singerman, 2020). Yet, not only does such research implicitly assume
that everyone wants to marry, thereby neglecting those who may well
have the economic means to marry but choose not to, butit also leads one

to believe that achieving social adulthood without marriage is impossible.

Similar patterns whereby marriage confers social status, prestige, and
respectability onto those who practise it are found around the world. In
other parts of the continent, and particularly in Southern Africa, marriage
is increasingly positioned as a marker of social-class belonging,
particularly for the middle classes and/or elites (Hunter, 2016a; James,
2017; Pauli, 2019; Pauli & Dawids, 2017). For example, Pauli and van Dijk
(2016) contend that marriage has transformed from a universal rite of
passage into a 'conspicuous celebration of middle-class lifestyles and
aspirations... the means by which to achieve and signal a particular (class)
distinction and economic success’ (p. 259). Or in Shanghai, ‘the status of
marriage is therefore seen as closely linked to one's internal essence...

those who cannot fit in the dominant model can only survive as sexual
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deviants or inferior citizens with a lesser share of resources and social
respect’ (Kam Yip Lo, 2010, p. 92). Additionally, in South Africa, the only
country on the African continent to have legalised a form of same-sex
marriage, scholars have shown how lesbian couples invest considerable
discursive effort into conveying their married relationship as more
respectable than those who are in unmarried relationships. In doing so,
they use heteronormative tropes to articulate the importance and
‘communicate the value of their relationships’ (Scott & Theron, 2019, p.
448). The pattern that emerges, be it in Senegal or in other contexts, is
that unmarried persons are not granted the same level of respectability,
and their personal character is questioned and critiqued because of their
non-married status. In a more general vein, Pauli (2019) contends that
‘few studies so far have tried to understand African class in combination
with marriage transformations’ (p. 258). Through its focus on educated
urban professionals, and how this socioeconomic status enables
dissident practices towards marriage to be enacted, this thesis will

contribute to this knowledge gap.

Importantly, in Senegal as in other West African countries, marriage is
also the exclusive recognised social union in which sexual practices are
legitimate, which thereby confers a socially ordained access to
procreation (Pierce, 2016, p. 8; van Eerdewijk, 2006). In Senegal, the link
between marriage and sexuality is clearly visible within language: the
Wolof term séy designates both marriage and having sexual relations
(Sow, 2018a, p. ?7). Additionally, certain social values, namely kersa
(honour) and sutura (discretion) are extremely important in Senegalese
notions of respectability and condition what should and what should not
be verbally shared, especially when it comes to sexual practices. Kersa
refers to honour that is upheld through self-control, modesty, and
restraint. The practice of sutura entails upholding the honour (kersa) of
oneself and one’s family through remaining discreet and private about
certain aspects of life, particularly sexuality. Sutura is breached, and
shame occurs, for oneself and one’s kin, only when publicly exposed: ‘a

bad deed that is not visible to others does not incur dishonor until it is
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exposed’ (Mills, 2011, p. 3). It is therefore not that one cannot partake in
certain sexual practices, but rather that one must ensure that those
practices remain private and discreet. Between married couples, or
amongst other married persons of the same gender, sex can therefore be
talked about. Outside of marriage, and outside of these small and trusted
social groups however, sex and sexual practices are not something to be
verbalised. The explicit relation between marriage and enacting sexual
practices grants the legitimate status to those who are married to
practice, and in certain situations, speak about, their sexuality. For those
who are dissident towards marriage, however, the link between marriage,
sexuality, and the social importance placed on kersa and sutura, means
that their sexual practices are not considered as socially legitimate, and
must remain discreet to enable the honour of themselves and their kin to
be upheld.?

Similar to the findings of British structural functionalist anthropology,
descent has been emphasised by M. M'Baye (1988) as the most important
aspect of kinship in Senegal, claiming that if you have no descent, you do
not socially exist. Yet to legitimately produce offspring, one must be
married. One can therefore see how social status, prestige, and full social
adulthood are accorded to those who become parents within marriage,
while those who become parents outside of marriage suffer from
stigmatisation (Fouquet, 2007; Werner, 1993). Yet, beyond the issue of
parenthood, there remain important questions concerning the social
status of those who enact dissident practices around marriage,
particularly as (paradoxically) their relative socioeconomic status enables
their dissidence towards marriage, yet this marital dissidence can in turn
also damage their social status and respectability. This thesis will thus ask,
How do marriage’s dissident others differently generate social status?
And therefore, how can the relation between marriage and social status
be critically interrogated through the focus on those who find themselves
at marriage’s margins?

21 There does exist a gendered discrepancy, however, when it comes to the subject of premarital sexual
practices, whereby men are socially expected to gain some sexual experiences before marriage, whereas
women are not. For a more in-depth discussion, see Chapter 3, Deferring Marriage.
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Marriage as producing cultural and national belonging

In his analysis of the ‘culturization of sexuality’, Basile Ndjio (2016)
argues that in postcolonial Cameroon, national belonging—or
citizenship—has been increasingly qualified based on heterosexual
orientation and practices. Cross-sex oriented persons are thereby
posited as good and culturally grounded ‘African’ citizens, whereas
same-sex-desiring persons are depicted in the Cameroonian political
and social sphere as a threat to the imagined and ambiguous ideal of ‘the
African way of life’ (p. 126). As Ndjio (2012) also argues in a previous
article, all those who do not limit themselves to heterosexual sex and
relations are considered as ‘uprooted Africans’ who ‘claim a globalized
identity over their “naturalized” Africanity’ (p. 610). What exactly
constitutes an ‘African way of life’ or a 'naturalized Africanity’ remains
ambiguous and purposefully vague, but in the charged domain of
postcolonial subjectivities, those who do not practise solely heterosexual
sexual acts are painted as a threat to the moral and social order of the
nation state, and by extension, to local culture and social reproduction.
Similar arguments towards the un-African quality of homosexuality have
been documented elsewhere on the continent. Built onto essentialist and
reductive ideas of a particular ‘African’ identity posited around
heterosexuality and imaginary ideals such as the ‘traditional family’, and
opposed to a perceivably perverse Other who has been corrupted by
Western vice (Ekine, 2013; Mbaye, 2021; Ndjio, 2012, 2016; Nyanzi,
2013, p- 953; Van Zyl, 2011).

Inspired by Ndjio’s socio-political reading of the ‘culturization of
sexuality’, in this thesis | contend that in Dakar, the culturisation of
marriage is a heavy force that weighed considerably on my participants.
Dissident desires to not marry, or to not follow the socially conventional
paths towards marriage, were often met with incomprehension,
scepticism, and critiques that attributed such desires and practices as
stemming from outside of Africa. In doing so, marriage becomes posited
as a practice of both national and cultural value, a barometer of

belonging and citizenship that thereby inscribes a negative social, moral,
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and cultural value onto practices that fall outside of conventional ideals
of marriage. Such a reading of marriage highlights its importance in
structuring social belonging on a more macro level; not only through
kinship, but in relation to the nation-state and politically charged ideals
of ethno-cultural identities. Moreover, in a setting where 95% of the
population identify as Muslim, and hence where local culture is
intrinsically informed by Islamic beliefs stating that marriage is an Islamic
recommendation, marriage also becomes associated with religious
identity and practice, and hence, conceptions of morality and good
personhood. Idealised African identities, although ‘illusory’, are also
particularly ‘seductive’, in that they carry significant power in regulating
ideas of belonging in a postcolonial context that looks to differentiate
itself from the Western Other (Bawa & Adeniyi Ogunyankin, 2018, pp.
450-51). | argue that in the case of my research, an idealised African
(Africain(e))—or Senegalese (Sénégalais(e))—identity is centred around
kinship and marriage.

Ultimately, be it surrounding homosexuality or marriage, anxieties
were generally expressed about social reproduction, as ‘the nation-state
relies on specific, gendered versions of kinship relations in order to
reproduce itself physically and culturally’ (Moret et al., 2021, p. 331). As
socially legitimate procreation can only take place within marriage, those
who enact dissident practices towards marriage find themselves the
targets of narratives that question their Africanity. As stated by Leigh Pigg
(2012), 'fertility, more than any other aspect of sexuality, has been made
to carry nationalist meanings’ (p. 332). In a postcolonial context, such
critiques often assign their subjectivities and identities to an equally
ambiguous and imagined ‘West', a space and a cultural identity that is
posited as opposite to the ambiguous and imagined ‘African’. What can
we learn about the relationship between postcolonial political
constructions of cultural and national identity and marriage, when we
look at it from its margins? How do those who enact dissident practices
around marriage navigate their cultural and national identity? What does
their dissidence tell us about the structural power of marriage in

producing tropes of cultural and national belonging?
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Marriage as structuring personhood

Before presenting my theoretical framework, it is important to first
reflect on marriage’s relation to personhood. As we have now seen,
marriage is integral to structuring social relations, even for those who
through their dissident opinions and practices towards marriage find
themselves at its margins. As has been shown throughout decades of
anthropological research, marriage is extremely important to
personhood: it plays a key role in how people understand themselves
and each other (Fortes, 1987, M. Gueye, 2010; Hunter, 2016a).
Personhood is thus made up of, in part, one’s self-understandings, and in
another part, one’s kinship relations. Kinship, of which marriage is a vital
part, creates a ‘mutuality of being’ through which kinfolk are ‘intrinsic to
one another’s existence’ (Sahlins, 2013, p. 2). Next to procreation
(descent), marriage is the key node of kinship relations, creating
interdependencies between groups of persons. Gender roles are made
through marriage, as the married access social adulthood and take up
the socially valued roles of wife and husband. Additionally, and as shown
in the story of the L%cole du mariage seminars, marriage is
conceptualised as an Islamic cultural practice: practising marriage
thereby becomes a defining factor in one's religious and moral
personhood. As such, one can see how practising marriage contributes
importantly to fostering a sense of personhood over multiple subject
positions: as a woman, as a man, as a Senegalese citizen, as a Muslim, as

a mother, a father, a daughter, or a son, as a member of kin.

This points to a more complex interaction with norms than a stance of
opposition or anti-normativity would suggest: although my participants
may enact dissident practices towards marriage, they also understand
themselves, and are understood by others, through the structural power
of marital norms. Their self-understandings are thus structured by both
how they and other, understand their interactions with marriage and
within kinship structures. Taking this into account, it becomes clear that
taking up a dissident position towards marriage is not an easy act.

Their dissidence towards marriage constitutes a transgressive practice
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(A. Diop, 2018) that leads to one’s personhood being critiqued. These
critiques are gendered, with such men being depicted as irresponsible,
lazy, juvenile, and strange; dissident women, meanwhile, are more likely
to be depicted as being loose, unmoral, promiscuous, and dangerous.
Such critiques enable me to foreground how ‘marriage is not a neutral
institution, but understood to be suffused with power’ (Van Zyl, 2011,
p. 339). Importantly, the power that marriage holds may not only be
experienced as constraining: although one may hold dissident opinions
towards marriage, their own self-understandings and personhood may
also be structured by more normative understandings of, and
interactions with, marital norms. These complex—and at times
messy—interactions between potentially conflicting self-understandings,
kinship expectations, and personal dissident desires form a key part of this
thesis. | will now further explain how | conceptualise these processes and

their interactions through my theoretical framework, queerying marriage.

Queerying marriage

Queering queer Africa demands a widening of thematic focus for
widening knowledge. (Nyanzi, 2014, p. 68)

In 2014, Stella Nyanzi made the above plea, imploring that research on
queer Africa move beyond Euro-American hegemonic usages of queer
that centred around LGBTQIA+ sexual identities, to extend its analysis to
other thematic areas. By extending a queer analysis towards the practice
of marriage, this thesis responds to Nyanzi's call. It does not focus on
queer identities or subjectivities per se, but rather looks to use the
destabilizing and probing premise of queer as an approach through
which to illuminate the instability of a structural norm: marriage. Queer
thus comes to stand as an empirical question, as an invitation to
investigate the dissident possibilities that exist within and around the
norm of marriage. To do so, | take inspiration from Spronk & Nyeck's

(2021) lexical twist of combining the verb to query’ with the term queer:
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queerying. Queerying, understood as a (present continuous) verb,
implies unfinishedness, and asks one to curiously and critically research
and unceasingly question the taken-for-granted nature of social norms.
Applying such a logic to my research entails undertaking a process that
aims to reveal what Soto (2005) has called ‘the insidious
pervasiveness—but also the exploitable fragility and illogic’?? of the
normative structure of marriage (p. 240). Using queerying as an approach
enables me to pay attention to diversities, ambivalences, and ambiguities
that exist within the dissident practices and opinions that my participants
held towards marriage. These dissident practices were not clear cut,
but were open, shifting, and often full of contradictions: ‘people
simultaneously confirm and deny gendered and sexual regimes’ (p. 391),
including the practice of marriage. Queerying is thus an approach that
belies fixity and categorisation, as its horizons are unknown and are

constantly in flux.

The task thus becomes one of queerying from the inside, of drawing
out the queer potential of norms (Hendriks, 2021). This is exactly where
the queer potential should be found, as norms can only be articulated as
such through their relation to the group as a whole, including those who
are dissident towards them (Hendriks, 2022; Wiegman & Wilson, 2015,
p. 16). As Carsten et al. (2021) have argued about marriage, it is partly
through its apparent cloak of conformity that innovation is made
possible’ (p. 27). This statement sheds light on the queer affordances that
exist within a normative structure; it implies not antinormativity, but a
process of queerying athwart; it gives promise to the potentiality of social
change that queerying marriage may harbour (Carsten, 2016). Queerying
here does not relate to the sexual and/or gendered identities of my
participants. Rather, queerying refers to an approach through which
marriage’s non-normative affordances, and thus its instability, will be
foregrounded. Certainly, it is through my participants that | was able to
make this step towards the conceptual approach of queerying. But it was

not through their identities and/or subjectivities. They did not consider

22, Emphasis added by me.
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themselves as queer, as it is understood in the Global North. Yet they
were aware of their dissidence towards the norm of marriage: they were
conscious, and were often reminded by others, that they were doing
things differently regarding marriage. It is through their dissidence that |
am able to queery marriage. Their dissident practices enable me to
illuminate the potentials and affordances that exist within marriage's
so-called ‘cloak of conformity’, that exist both within and beyond

marriage’s structural power.

Purposefully provocative and inspired by the late Binyavanga
Wainaina's satirical piece 'How to write about Africa’ (Wainaina, 2005),
Zethu Matebeni said the following on the subject of ‘how not to write

about queer South-Africa’:

Always use the acronym LGBT in your writing. It sounds nice and
shows that you are inclusive. Do not spend much time explaining why
you use LGBT. To help the reader, replace LGBT with gay. In later
texts, put the word queer in the title. Like gay, queer does the same
work, but sounds better. Don’t worry that most South Africans do not
use the term queer, they will all soon catch onto it. (Matebeni, 2014,
p. 61)

Matebeni's piece illuminates the ethnocentric dangers and global
inequalities that surround the production of knowledge on queer Africa.
Hereby the West has marginalised Africa and African ways of being,
particularly (although by no means limited to) in the production of queer
theory (Clarke, 2013). Rather than theorizing from the ground—from
queer African experiences—Western queer theory has been
characterised by a reductive focus when it comes to Africa (Macharia,
2016; Spronk & Hendriks, 2020, p. 6). Western narratives are thereby
imposed onto Africa (Ekine, 2013)—and this is exactly what Matebeni was
referring to in the above quote: forcing categories and terminologies
into places where they do not necessarily fit and in doing so, ignoring
African conceptual frameworks (Macharia, 2016, p. 185). Yet, this is not

what | do in my thesis. | recognise the long and politically charged history
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that the term queer holds, whereby it is most often taken to refer to
LGBTQIA+ identities in the Global North. To argue that my participants
are queer, as is commonly understood in the Global North, would be to
fall into the very trap that Matebeni critiqued: it would be an imposition
of a category that the vast majority of my participants do not recognise or
adhere to. This is why queer is mobilised differently in my thesis: it is used
as an approach, as a theoretical underpinning that enables me to critically
engage with the normative and socially valued practice of marriage. It
thus follows a path already trodden by certain queer scholars who look to
produce queer theory from elsewhere (Mikdashi & Puar, 2016), as after all,
‘queer theory is not necessarily about queers’ (Mikdashi, 2013, p. 350).

My thesis thus uses dissidence towards marriage as a departure point
from which to queerly theorise: from which to ‘appropriate the most
intractable foundations of normativity and transgressively infuse them
with innovative queer meanings’ (Soto, 2005, p. 238). It is not about queer
persons, but uses a queer approach to consider the possibility of infusing
norms with ‘new meanings that unsettle the[ir] taken-for-granted-ness’
(Debele, 2022, p. 105). It is an approach grounded in everyday
experiences which does not need the persons involved to consider
themselves as queer, as all persons can ‘explore the instability of hetero-
patriarchal structures’ (Spronk & Nyeck, 2021, p. 394), such as marriage. |
understand that my approach is thus a rather imaginative employment of
queer, yet it is one that enables me to connect to a more ‘immanent
perspective on norms’ (Hendriks, 2022, p. 3) that draws out queer—in the
sense of unexpected and probing—affordances. As my step to queerying
marriage is rooted in their everyday dissident practices, | intend to make
a contribution to new forms of constructing queer theory from Africa. To
construct theory that is ‘not based on Euro-American models’, but that
nevertheless ‘adopts the [destabilizing] spirit of queer theory in general’,
without reinforcing binaries and imposing ideas where they do not fit
(Clarke, 2013, pp. 179-181).

In such an approach, it is also important for me to question the

oppositional and antinormative character that much of queer theory has
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taken. Whilst | do not deny that this is an integral part of the hegemonic
study of queer subjectivities, | join Hendriks (2021) in questioning its
conceptual efficacy at understanding ‘actually existing queer dynamics,
forms and potentials... in present African societies’ (p. 399). In Euro-
American usages of queer theory, as Jagose (2015) argues,
antinormativity has come to hold a hegemonic and epistemologically
privileged place due to its promise to critically analyse sexuality outside
of the logics of identity politics (p. 32). The centrality that antinormativity
thus took in queer theory had the paradoxical effect of reifying
antinormativity as the homogeneous norm of queer theory, whereas in its
ideological conception, queer theory was about destabilising
norms—including oppositions towards them—altogether. Taking such an
approach risks simplifying how people interact with norms into
oppositional relation, thereby masking the entangled, dynamic,
ambiguous and multiple nature of norms and people's relational
interactions with them (Hendriks, 2021, p. 404; Wiegman & Wilson, 2015,
p. 11). Conceptualising my analysis towards norms not from a stance of
antinormativity will therefore enable me to foreground ‘the more intimate
and complicit gesture of moving athwart’, rather than moving against
(Wiegman & Wilson, 2015, p. 11), as people may both contest and adhere
to norms simultaneously—which in itself is testament to the messiness
and complexity of everyday life, the conditions from which norms

themselves emerge (Hendriks, 2022, pp. 4-5).

| thus take inspiration from a growing field of anthropological studies
that neither conceptualise queer as a sexual identity, nor as a relation
of antinormativity, but rather look to how queer affordances are
contextually embedded within structures of normativity (Allouche, 2020;
Andrikopoulos & Spronk, 2023; Hendriks, 2021; Maulod, 2021; Nyanzi,
2014; Oudenhuijsen, 2021; Spronk & Nyeck, 2021). Such approaches
foreground how norms are idealised and never fully achievable (Jagose,
2015; Nyamnjoh, 2017), and therefore the creative potentiality that lies
within them ‘as people find ways to pounce on possibilities and

manipulate social expectations’ (Spronk & Nyeck, 2021, p. 391). In such
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an approach it is important to recognise the importance of norms
towards people's self-understandings: although they may contest
(certain) norms, they are also informed and shaped by them. As they are
embedded in webs of kinship and other social relations, they do not
interact with norms in a wholly oppositional way. In other words,
conforming to (certain) norms is integral to enabling them to socially
belong; yet, this does not mean that they are submissive to social
expectations and normative practices.

This embeddedness within norms speaks to the messiness—or the
incompleteness—of life. As Nyamnjoh (2017) argues, a Eurocentric logic
of conquest has become hegemonic in interactions with Africa, posited
upon claims of completeness. Inherent in this logic are dualisms, binaries
and dichotomies, which do not represent life as itis lived in Africa (p. 255,
267). Rather, life is characterised by its incompleteness, by
interdependencies and interconnections, and within this incompleteness
one can locate the presence of possibilities of being and becoming
(Nyamnjoh, 2017, 2022). Understanding people and life as incomplete,
as something that cannot easily be captured by dichotomies, speaks to
my participants’ dissident interactions with marriage. They are at once
independent from, and interdependent on, norms. Yet, in their (dissident)
interactions  with norms—which come from within normative
structures—possibilities emerge, as they ‘challenge essentialisms, play
with limits, and expand possibilities for flexibility and inclusiveness’
(Nyamnjoh, 2017, p. 260). These emergent possibilities offer a

perspective from which to queery marriage.

Such an understanding of the embeddedness and interdependencies
of persons within norms speaks to Oudenhuisjen’s (2021) claim that
outright resistance to social norms does not characterise queer
possibilities in Senegal (p. 434). Rather, people are much more
embedded within such norms than claims to antinormativity often leave
space for. Dissident practices are much more discreet and contextually
grounded; these practices, which enable me to queery marriage, happen

from within, rather than without. The queer affordances that come into
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being in people’s dissident interactions with normative regimes is thus
foregrounded in such research, be that through the social value and
practice of sutura (discretion) (Oudenhuijsen, 2021), or through
articulating non-normative gendered behaviour through Sufi and
Mouride values of resistance to adversity (Packer, 2019). In a similar vein,
scholars from other postcolonial contexts have shown how it is through
differently engaging with normative social values and expectations (or
moving athwart), rather than outrightly resisting them (Allouche, 2020;
Clarke, 2013; Maulod, 2021), that people are able to relate their dissident
practices to normative regimes. In such studies, as shall be the case in my
thesis, the discreet queer affordances of normativities come to light, as
people interact with norms not simply on a binary and oppositional
stance. My approach of queerying marriage thus asks, what happens
when we destabilise and denaturalise the normative value accorded to
marriage (Carsten et al., 2021)? What are the queer affordances, coming
to light through their dissident practices, that exist within and athwart
marriage’s normativity? And how can an approach of queerying marriage

enable me to illustrate the very instability of marriage itself?

Post-colonial gendered & Islamic political
economy

In this section | will introduce the political-economic context within
which my participants were located. To understand how their dissident
practices towards marriage were formed and enacted, it is first important
to locate these within larger, gendered, social structures. As educated
urban professionals, they occupied a particular space within society, one
which, | argue, compounds certain gendered and Islamically informed

tensions.

Le Monument de la Renaissance Africaine,?® which graces the cover of
this thesis, is a gigantic and imposing bronze and copper monument

23 The African Renaissance Monument.
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constructed on a hilltop that loomed over the commune of Ouakam,
where | lived for most of my fiel[dwork. Commissioned by former
president Abdoulaye Wade but designed by a Romanian sculptor and
constructed by a North Korean enterprise, one can see the Stalinesque
heritage in its form. Started in 2002 and inaugurated in 2010, its
construction cost between 15 and 23 million euros, which led to
considerable public criticism at a time when large parts of the population
were beset by economic hardship. Whilst its economic cost is not
particularly pertinent to the subject of this thesis, other criticisms or
appraisals are. The monument depicts a family: a muscular man, holding
aloft in his left arm his child, who points over the Atlantic Ocean towards
the north-west; whilst with his right arm he holds his wife—and the
mother of their child—by her waist. Whilst the man appears as particularly
strong, dominant, and taking an active role, the woman is depicted in a
much more passive stance, behind the man and looking as if she could
very well fall if his strong arm were not holding her up. Whilst religious
leaders critiqued the monument for the shortness of the women's skirt,
which blows in the wind and reveals her upper thighs, feminists critiqued
the monument for depicting women as passive, in the background, and
dependent on men. For Ayo Coly, the public outrage over the partially
nude female body, but not over the partially nude male body, ‘enacts the
gendered sexual politics that underlay postcolonial African scopic
regimes’ (Coly, 2015, p. 12).

Through the monument, Wade broadcast a certain image of post-
colonial Senegal—and Africa—to the world: strong, full of dignity,
escaping from a crater that represents the troubled past of slavery and
colonialism, and firmly looking towards a brighter future; yet also,
patriarchal, family-oriented, and symbolising the relegation of women to
a secondary space (de Jong & Foucher, 2010, p. 203), despite the rich
history of matriarchal values in African societies (Amadiume, 2005;
Arnfred, 2007, 2015; Nzegwu, 2011). Moreover, the image depicted did
not fit with national dominant self-representations due to both the
Islamically questionable partial nudity, and the depiction of the woman

separated from her baby in a society where motherhood constitutes the
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most socially valued adult femininity (Coly, 2015, p. 22). I join Coly in her
understanding of the gendered visual politics in the monument: the
‘unclothed and unburdened’ woman is little more than an appendage
that showcases a virile emancipated African manhood (p. 24). | thus
contend that the monument is another example of a larger gendered
hetero-patriarchal politics that Diop (2018) argues has constructed and
assimilated women as being property of the nation-state (p. 226). | hence
chose to place the monument on the cover because it is representative
of the (patriarchal) gendered tensions that inform my thesis.

Upon reading Mariama Bé’'s (1979) celebrated novel Une si longe
lettre, set in the early years of independence, | was struck by how the
book raises similar—and thus enduring—patriarchal gendered tensions
to those of this thesis. The novel takes the form of a long letter written by
Ramatoulaye to her best friend Aissatou during the obligatory secluded
mourning period that follows the death of her husband, Modou.
Ramatoulaye and Aissatou, who both have received a French education
and subsequently work as fonctionnaires, represent a changing vision of
Senegalese femininity: educated and professional, they are moving
athwart between so-called traditional and modern values. They have both
married for love, which has put them in tension with their kin, but then
have felt deceived by their husbands when they married a second wife.
At this moment, Aissatou decides to divorce her husband (Mawdo), even
if for Ramatoulaye this second marriage was more comprehensible:
undertaken between kin-members and organised by Aissatou’s mother-
in-law, it represents traditional values. Aissatou subsequently moves to
the USA where she works as a translator for the Senegalese embassy; she
represents an autonomous and professional woman. Ramatoulaye, on the
other hand, decides that she does not want to divorce Moudou when,
without her knowing, he decides to marry his teenage daughter’s school
friend Binetou. Seduced by his wealth drawn from his professional work,
Binetou and her mother do all that they can to secure a marriage with
Modou, who affords them the privileged material conditions of modern
life: a SICAP?* villa, an Alfa-Romeo car, the latest Western fashions... By

24 Société immobiliére du Cap-Vert. The SICAP neighbourhoods were created from the 1950s onwards to
house an indigenous middle class. Please see Chapter 2 for more information.
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choosing not to divorce, Ramatoulaye follows more longstanding
understandings of marriage and femininity, hoping for an egalitarian
share of her husband with her co-wife, as is proscribed by Islam. But
Binetou is jealous and refuses to share her new husband with
Ramatoulaye, who after 25 years of marriage and 12 children together, is
effectively abandoned by her husband Modou, even if they never
divorced.

The book offers a seminal gendered analysis of Senegalese society at
a time of considerable social transformation. It questions how French
education and professional work has influenced women'’s social status,
marriage, and traditional social values. It shows how polygyny structures
marital relations to the detriment of women, and often with the complicity
of kin. It questions the impact between new forms of material wealth and
social prestige and gendered marital relations. It shows that whilst the
educated and professional status of women may have changed, longer
standing gender roles do not necessarily follow: it thereby questions the
assumed ‘liberation’ of women that education, professionalisation, and
independence was supposed to bring to African societies. The fact that
so many links can be made between B&’'s book and my research shows
that many of the themes that inform this thesis are not particularly novel,
even if the social context has experienced considerable shifts. As
Engelking (2008) argues, it is ‘through the exploration of marriages that
B& demonstrates the patriarchal indulgences of Senegalese society’
(p. 333). In this thesis, the exploration of dissident practices surrounding
marriage—queerying marriage—will enable me to investigate

contemporary patriarchal gender relations in Dakar.

From the intellectuels and fonctionnaires to the
Méodu-Méodu - Shifting forms of socioeconomic
success and prestige

As Bé's book was written in the 1970s, it occurred during the post-

independence years of economic growth, when men like Mawdo and
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Moodu—who held the status of intellectuels (intellectuals) and
fonctionnaires (civil-servants), or as Ba (1979) refers to it, I'homme au
double pantalon (p. 79), were a prestigious symbol of socio-professional
success and material wealth. Due to its past heritage as the capital of the
A.-O.F from 1902-1960, Dakar was an administrative and educational hub
for the French West African colonies. Certain Dakarois, namely those who
received a French education like B4 and the characters of her novel, thus
gained access to prestigious ranks. Léopold Senghor, independent
Senegal’s first president and an important actor in the Negritude
movement, stands as an emblem of social mobility and prestige through
the virtues of French education. In his politics he placed a very high value
on education, directing almost one third of the government’s budget
towards the sector (Vandewiele, 1983, p. 513). Although not all Dakarois,
or Senegalese, benefitted from the professional and economic
opportunities that such an education promised, the model of the
fonctionnaire served as the prototype of social mobility through
education up until the beginning of the 1980s (Havard, 2001). However,
the deteriorating economic situation that followed in the 1980s and
1990s changed this model of success, and as | will argue, further

compounded gendered tensions.

Following 20 years of high investment in the public sector, Structural
Adjustment Programs (SAP) were introduced by the IMF in 1989, thereby
undoing the former, and severely cutting any future public sector
investments. The SAPs were followed by the devaluation of the CFA by
50% in 1994. Overnight, the average person’s buying power was halved,
and many of the people | met had painful memories of this period as one
where their socioeconomic status deteriorated considerably. Those who
had been relatively well-paid fonctionnaires, commanding respect due to
their socioeconomic and professional standing, experienced a change in
status and often found themselves struggling to make ends meet

economically. New modes of socioeconomic success and social mobility

25 B uses this term to designate a man who dresses in Western clothing.
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that challenged the established path of (French) education and salaried
fonctionnaire employment thus came to fruition, as symbolised through
the figure of the Mdodu Mdodu?. Typically of rural origin and without
formal education diplomas, the Méodu Méodu were educated in daaras?’
and deeply embedded within Islamic brotherhoods, particularly the
Mourides. They increasingly used these networks to facilitate migration
to, and trade from, countries of the Global North. The Méodu Mdéodu
symbolised a hustling business adventurer, undertaking forms of
informal work that those who claimed an intellectual and/or fonctionnaire
status considered below them. Yet through migration and work, the
Mdéodu Méodu were able to accumulate an economic wealth that the
fonctionnaires could not, resulting in an upheaval of past socioeconomic
distinctions and hierarchies (Ndiaye, 1998a, p. 27), and a so-called
‘culture of migration’ (Hannaford, 2017, p. 26). The Méodu Mdodu were
thus not simply economic actors, but ‘above all, a new moral and social
phenomenon, i.e., a new way of thinking, of doing, and of collective
being’ (Ndiaye, 1998a, p. 6).28

The Mdodus' success thereby created a social inversion: those who
were the most respected members of society during the early post-
independence years, the intellectuals and fonctionnaires, had failed in
their role as purveyors of social mobility, as shown by the SAP and the
devaluation of the CFA. This, coupled with the Méodus’ success,
announced the defeat of the modernisation project that was symbolised
by Senghor and the importance he placed on education (Ndiaye, 1998,
p.249). Additionally, the Mdodus increased the role of Islam in the
socioeconomic, political, and moral, structures of society, albeit within a

secular state (p.250-1). With an increasing flow of cash, older forms of

26 Originally, the name Méodu was an abbreviation of the name Mouhammadou, the first name of the first
Khalifa of Touba: Mouhamadou Moustapha Mbacké, who was the eldest son of the founder of Mouridism,
Cheikh Amadou Bamba Mbacké. The name thus grew exceptionally in popularity, particularly amongst
Mourides (Ndiaye, 1998b, p. 23).

27 Daara is the Wolof term for a Quranic school. It can denote a traditional Qur'anic school or a community
devoted to religious study (Cochrane, 2021).

28 Translation is my own: ’il s'agit avant tout d’un nouveau phénoméne moral et social, Cest-a-dive d’une nouvelle
maniére de penser, de faire, et d'étre collective’ (Ndiaye, 1998a, p. 6).

53



INTRODUCTION | Post-Colonial Gendered & Islamic Political Economy

generating social status such as social rank and education became less
viable. Whilst access to material wealth through trade, along with the
material and symbolic investments—such as home-building, donating to
Islamic leaders and the city of Touba?’—that this wealth enabled, became
more and more constitutive to generating social status and prestige
(Buggenhagen, 2012). Through the Mdodu Mdodu, entrepreneurship
became a social value and a sought-after path to economic prosperity

and social prestige (Ndiaye, 1998a, p. 262).

For many, particularly the less educated and those from rural areas,
these new modes of success represented by the Méodu Mdodu were
embraced positively, as they enabled them to access a socioeconomic
status and forms of power and prestige from which they had hitherto
been excluded. However, for those like my participants, who modelled
their merit, prestige, and paths to social mobility on the older model of
education and salaried employment, these new modes of success
created considerable anxiety (Mbodji, 2002, p. 575). | thus agree with
Hannaford (2017), who when speaking of the Méodu Mdodu, states,

What this phenomenon reveals is a complicated rupture in
Senegalese understandings of social class. Whereas the urban,
educated, and French- speaking elite were—and to some extent still
are—considered cosmopolitan, Senegal’s contemporary ‘culture of
migration’ increases the standing of even the least-educated rural
migrant to levels that make urban, educated non-migrants very

uncomfortable. (p. 26)

It is with precisely those ‘urban, educated non-migrants’ that | undertook my
research. Although the role of Islam as a motor of social mobility has
grown, whilst the path of the fonctionnaire has weakened in its ability to
provide social mobility and economic stability, certain groups, like my

participants, continued to subscribe to the earlier model. A general

29 The exponential growth of the city of Touba attests to the increasing socioeconomic, political, cultural and
ideological power of Islam in Senegal. Founded in 1888 by Cheikh Amadou Bamba, himself the founder of
Mouridism, Touba has grown from a small village to its status today as the second-most populated city in
Senegal, after the agglomeration of Dakar (C. Gueye, 2002).
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sentiment of relative impoverishment, economic difficulties, and an
unstable future thus prevailed amongst this group, who found
themselves caught between older models of social mobility and prestige,
and a more tumultuous economic situation. This situation compounded
their various anxieties; anxieties which manifested themselves around
marriage, gender, and religious belonging. With the failure of the state to
provide people with enough opportunities to enable economic stability
(Mbodiji, 2002), many people increasingly turned to Islam as a source of
both cultural belonging and socioeconomic opportunities. In turn, this
meant that more and more aspects of everyday life, of people’s
behaviours, decisions, and desires, were analysed and criticised through

the prism of gendered Islamic ideologies and respectabilities.

In the following section, | shall further introduce the relations of these
socioeconomic, gendered, and Islamic structures with marriage, through
the ethnographic example of Yaay and Papa, my host parents.
Throughout this thesis, Yaay and Papa® are occasionally used as an
ethnographic example of (non-dissident) marital gendered relations, as
they (along with other married couples) enabled me to better understand

the dynamics of marriage from within the marital couple.

‘A good Muslim does not sign for monogamy’:
Gender, Islam, marriage and patriarchal control

Both Yaay and Papa described their marriage as un marriage
d’amour (a love marriage), and one could observe that roughly 25
years later, there was a lot of tenderness and complicity between them.

Yet, for Yaay, one surprise had tarnished her wedding day. All these
years later, when speaking of it (which only happened when Papa was
not around), her voice trembled, and tears formed in her eyes. It was
still painful for her, although as she took pride in her wifely conduct
30 Yaay translates to mother in Wolof. Papa translates to father in French. The fact that Papa introduced

himself as father in French, whereas Yaay introduced herself as mother in Wolof, speaks to Papas higher level
of education and fondness for conversing in French.
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and ability to mufl (persevere, abnegation), she did not want to let
Papa see how it still made her suffer; even if I knew from my private
conversations with him that he was very much aware of her suffering.
At the moment of their wedding in the early 1990s, which following
Islamic norms was conducted without the presence of the bride,
performed amongst men at the mosque, Papa was asked what form of
matrimony he would choose in accordance with the Senegalese code de
la famille: monogamy, limited polygyny (two wives), or full polygyny
(up to four wives). Papa and Yaay had discussed this beforehand and
had agreed on the option that most women hoped for: monogamy. But
when asked the question at the marriage ceremony, Papa reneged on
their previous agreement. Yaay’s elder brother, who was acting as one
of the witnesses, told Papa that ‘a good Muslim does not sign for
monogamy’ (un bon musulman ne signe pas monogamie). This
statement was apparently enough to change Papa’s mind, and he opted
for limited polygyny. Yaay was to only find out later, when he returned
from the mosque, and their marital celebrations were in full swing.

Yet, as Papa recounted to me, when he was young, he told himself
that he ‘would never be polygamous’ (je ne serais jamais
polygame)®* His own father had four wives and many children, and
Papa had seen first-hand the jealousy and competition over material
resources it had caused between his co-wives and amongst their
children. He had joined the army aged 18 not out of choice, but out of
obligation. He would have preferred to continue his education at
university, but his father’s limited means were stretched out between
all his dependents, and therefore he needed to start earning money
himself. The injunction, amongst respected male peers, that polygyny
is a practice that makes one a ‘good Muslin’, had seemingly been
enough to change his mind at that precise moment. The fact that it was
her own elder brother who had encouraged Papa to do so left Yaay
feeling somewhat betrayed by a member of her male kin.

It was not until 10 years later, however, that Papa decided to marry
a second wife. He advanced several reasons for having decided to marry

31 Anthropologically speaking, polygyny is the correct term for designating a man that can marry more than
one wife. However, in Senegal, polygamy is the term that is commonly used to denote this practice.
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another woman. Economically, he pointed to how he then had the
correct material and financial conditions to support another wife.
Practically, he was looking for a woman that could aid in the care of his
elderly parents, who lived in a town roughly two hours inland from
Dakar. Erotically and morally, as he desired the woman but he did not
want to commit adultery, he thought it was correct to marry her
following their erotically charged courtship. Although his own mother
tried to persuade him not to do so, as she felt that Yaay had behaved like
a perfect wife and thus did not deserve a co-wife, this opinion did not
change his mind. Yaay—who followed the example of her mother who
had accepted her father’s polygyny—did not consider divorce but did
insist that the two wives would not share a house. She thus ‘accepted’
this second marriage, although Papa told me that ‘she did not have a
choice’ (elle w'a pas eu le choix). Following his marriage to his second
wife, Yaay depicted their marital relationship as being ‘brother and
sister’ (frere et soeur), alluding to a non-sexual kin relationship. One
thorn that remained particularly stuck in her side was that Papa had
married his second wife on the same day as their wedding had taken
place 10 years earlier. Ever since, she had ceased to celebrate their
wedding anniversary. Papa claimed that he had not done it on
purpose, that he had not realised it was that particular day, which to
Yaay showed that he did not grant as much importance to their
wedding anniversary as she did.

Once Papa retired, roughly 15 years after marrying his second wife,
he claimed to have come to see his second wife’s true intentions. When
he retived the family experienced a significant decline in their material
and economic condition, and his relationship with his second wife
became strained. Henceforth, he understood that this had been ‘un

marriage par intévét>* and not the ‘love marriage’ that he had first

32 Hannaford (2017) translates intérét as ‘self-interest or material advantage’ (2017, p. 24). The term mariage
parintérétis commonly used, in opposition to mariage par amour (love marriage), to denote a marriage that has
been undertaken not out of romantic love, but out of material interest. I would argue that the two are not
mutually exclusive, and that most marriages contain a degree of both. Ideologically and in popular usage,
however, a mariage par intérét is often conceived of negatively, and is used to criticise women who are perceived
to be overly materialistic in their relations with men—ideas which inscribe themselves into patriarchal
thinking.
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thought it was. Yaay offered a more scathing assessment of the
material interests of his second wife, whom she claimed had tried to
steal as much of Papa’s money as possible and was jealous of Papa’s
investment in the education of their daughter. Papa had come to regret
this second marriage. But he thanked God that he had not had any
children with his second wife—despite their trying—as it would have
stretched his limited finances even further and created more conflicts
between the two wives over the resources allocated to them. Although he
often repeated to me how he regretted his decision, he continued to fulfil
his marital duties by visiting his second wife roughly every fortnight.
Yaay, on the other hand, was rather ambivalent when she spoke of
polygyny. She had personally suffered considerably from Papa’s
polygyny: her emotions were palpable when she recounted the story.
Yet, conceptually, and on a general level, she defended the practice,
stating that monogamy is not good, even if it does lead to an ‘easier life’
(une vie plus facile); polygyny teaches people about the value of
sharing.

| found the story of Papa and Yaay to be representative of typical
gendered relations surrounding marriage, and of how Islam is imbricated
within these. As all over the globe, marriage is not only a site of joy and
fulfilment but also of pain and disappointment. Polygyny results in
structurally unequal power relations. Papa’s declaration that Yaay had no
choice but to accept his second marriage, as she could have divorced if
she so desired, serves to show how men often limit women’s agency
within marriage. Yet it is important to recognise that it may not have been
easy for Yaay to divorce him either, due to both her understandings of
Islamic and cultural personhood, and her socioeconomic situation. Unlike
the participants that we will encounter in this thesis, Yaay had never held
a formal job and thus did not have an autonomous and stable source of
income. She relied on Papa for material support. Divorce would have
certainly meant returning to her family’'s home—which she would have
found shameful—followed by pressure from kin to remarry as quickly as

possible. And she truly loved her husband, even if now they were ‘brother
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and sister’, and she could not guarantee finding a similar level of
complicity in remarriage. Additionally, divorce would have gone against
her ideals of an Islamically grounded personhood. Even if divorce is
permitted in Islam, so is polygyny, and following local conceptions of
marriage and wifely behaviour that she modelled on her mother, she
would have found it disrespectful to divorce. Despite the pain that Papa’s
second marriage caused her, Yaay also defended the practice of
polygyny. This ambivalence shows how people critique norms and
practices, yet also play into them, support them, and uphold them, which
is rather typical of the narratives that | encountered surrounding

marriage.

The fact that Papa posited his decision concerning their form of
marriage as one of being a ‘good Muslim’, speaks to how Islam is
imbricated throughout daily life. Sociologist and gender scholar Fatou
Sow has pointed to the growing social and political influence of Islam in
Senegalese society and culture, describing Islam as a culturised
religion,® thereby foregrounding how Islam is increasingly understood
and enacted as a cultural practice. For Sow, the past decades have seen
a proliferation of Islamic—and moralistic—discourses in social and
political life (Sow, 2018¢, p. 51). | join Sow in her insistence that we must
also pay close attention to ‘ordinary fundamentalisms’ (p.34), meaning
that we need to recognise the everyday beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours
through which Islam becomes enacted as a cultural practice that
normalises its role in regulating society. When it comes to questions that
concern kin and gender, these ordinary fundamentalisms are important
sites of contestations and tensions that impact people, particularly
women (p.34). And with the growing role that Islam plays in structuring
processes of social mobility and ideas of social prestige and status, the
weight that Islamically based judgements hold in regulating ideals of
(gendered) behaviour has also grown. | thus join Diop, who in their

analysis of 'scandalous’ female figures, argues that in Senegal, Islam has

33 Discourse presented at conference ‘Sabbars-Artistiques: Atéliers Réflexives Féminins de Dakar’ in the panel
‘Luttes féministes, espaces publiques et religieux’, 22/03/2019.
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become institutionalised as a code of conduct: 'Religion is thus defined
here as a socio-cultural practice ; the disassociation between the cultural
and religious dimensions remains a difficult exercise’ (A. Diop, 2018,
p.217).34

The fear of not being seen as a good Muslim directly influences
people’s practices: be that through inciting them to opt for polygyny,
encouraging them to get married, or condemning them for same-sex
erotic practices, Islamic ideals of respectable personhood structure
contemporary gendered and sexual practices and relations. | thus join
Aminata Mbaye, who shows how invoking Islam—in her case with respect
to media representations of same-sex sexualities—is by no means a
neutral act. Invoking Islamic ideals towards gendered and sexual
practices constitutes an act that ‘establishes a division between those
who follow religious rules[...as ‘real Muslims'] and Others’ (Mbaye, 2021,
p. 19), despite the Senegalese state’s supposed secularism. Moreover, it
is important to see that in opting for monogamy, Papa was not only
accused of not fulfilling his Islamic personhood, but also that of his
gendered personhood: polygyny is a practice that, in part, enables the
patriarchal structure of marriage, and by extension of society, to continue
to be upheld. Choosing monogamy can thus be constructed as an option
that would have handed more power to his wife, and this in turn would
have lessened Papa’s patriarchal privilege. Being a ‘good Muslim’ thus
also becomes attached to gender. Being a ‘good man’ means opting for
polygyny. Being a ‘good woman’, and thus by extension being a ‘good
Muslim’, meant doing as Yaay had done: accepting his polygyny and

remaining married.

Itis thus in this context of socioeconomic instability and the increasing
importance of more fundamental Islamic ideologies that gendered ideals
caused considerable tensions during my research. Although women
increasingly participated in the economic upkeep of their families, men
were still socially expected, and performatively claimed, to be their sole

economic providers (Macchia-Samba, 2018). Despite women's increasing

34 ‘La religion se définit donc ici comme une pratique socioculturelle; aussi la dissociation entre les dimensions culturelle
et religieuse reste-t-elle un exercice difficile.” Translation is my own.
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economic participation, their primary roles remained wife and mother
(A. Diop, 2018, p. 218; Sow, 2018b). Additionally, as (some) women'’s
economic autonomy grew, so did men’s anxiety about losing patriarchal
control (Neveu Kringelbach, 2013, p.92; Perry, 2005). In men’s decreasing
ability to fulfil their socially expected gendered role, there is a general
increasing desire to control women, and in particular, educated and
working women. Due to their economic autonomy, such women are seen
as the most dangerous to enduring patriarchal family structures, a
phenomenon that scholars have characterised as being typical to
postcolonial (African) societies (Bawa & Adeniyi Ogunyankin, 2018,
p. 447). Yet in the palpable anxieties surrounding patriarchal control, the
very instability of patriarchal status becomes evident (Perry, 2005). These
patriarchal anxieties are, in turn, increasingly expressed through Islamic,
gendered, and cultural arguments. Enacting Islam as a cultural practice
hence puts a sacred element onto gendered behaviours, which
themselves are not stable, but are constantly in flux and subject to

reinterpretation.

As we have seen in the previous vignette, | contend that marriage—in
its normative practice—is founded upon unequal gender relations (Sow,
2018a, p. 97): it is thus a key site in enacting patriarchal control; the
dissident practices that enable me to queery marriage thus become
inscribed into a process of questioning such patriarchal ideologies. Men
who are dissident towards marriage are considered as irresponsible and
as not fulfilling their gendered expectations, which therefore expands to
not upholding a larger patriarchal structure. Idealised femininities are not
only constructed around the role of wife and mother—which thereby
removes women who are dissident towards marriage from their
scope—but are also increasingly posited around a sacralised and
controlled femininity (A. Diop, 2018, p. 222). Women who thus endeavour
to evade such marital patriarchal control are criticised from an Islamic
and moralistic perspective and painted as loose and immoral, while their
sexuality is put under intense surveillance and scrutiny (A. Diop, 2018;

Perry, 2005). Although these processes are not altogether new, as
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scholars have shown how French colonisation and the subsequent mass
adherence to Islam have negatively impacted women'’s power in marital
practices (M. Gueye, 2010), | contend that for educated and working
women, these processes have increased in fervour during the last

decades.

Returning to the image of the Monument de la Renaissance Africaine,
one can begin to see how the personhood of those who enact dissident
practices towards marriage does not correspond to the national
(Senegalese) and cultural (African) image that Wade chose to broadcast
to the world. Whilst the monument strived to depict a certain image of an
imagined ‘African’ family to the world, those in my thesis questioned this
very model, and the imagined (African), and real (patriarchal), cultural
identities that it was conceived to represent. We have seen how
patriarchal gendered tensions were present in Dakar at the time of
Mariama B&'s novel, and how they continue today, manifesting
themselves especially around the figure of the educated and professional
woman. As old modes of social success and prestige have shifted,
anxieties around gender, and marriage’s role in upholding patriarchal
ideologies, have increased for groups of urban and educated
professionals. Islam, as a cultural practice, has also grown in its social
importance, and is connected to ideologies of correct gendered
behaviour, including marriage. Marriage has thus come to be seen as a
key site through which the hetero-patriarchal politics of society is
sustained. This leaves us with important questions pertaining to the
gendered and Islamic personhood of those who are dissident towards
marriage: How does their dissidence towards marriage impact
conceptions of culturally and religiously grounded gendered identities?
What can their dissident interactions with, around, and beyond marriage,
tell us about how patriarchy functions, both within marriage and wider

society?
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Methods

The fieldwork for this thesis took place in Dakar over two periods, a
first month-long exploratory research trip during May 2018, followed by
a longer research period from October 2018 to November 2019.
Although I had intended to return to Dakar to conduct a short follow-up
fieldwork, the Covid pandemic and subsequent travel restrictions meant
that | had to abandon this idea. My research methods were primarily
ethnographic. This entailed first getting to know someone through
socialising with them in their daily life and conducting participant
observation. As such, | was able to observe my participants in diverse,
and sometimes rather different, settings of their daily lives: at home, at
work, during leisure activities, during life-cycle/religious/kinship/peer-
group festivities, in bars, restaurants, in cultural settings, at the beach, etc.
Continuous participant observation not only enabled a stronger
relationship to be built between us but it also enabled me to stand at a
distance from the narratives of their interviews, to see how different
aspects of everyday life, and the contradictions, ambiguities, and

tensions that informed them, played out in practice.

Once a good relationship and trust had been established, |
incorporated interviews into my methods. These interviews took the form
of biographical narratives, an interview method whereby the focus is on
‘the situational interpretation of lives, rather than the "truth” of what
actually happened’ (Badurdeen, 2018, p. 22). Moreover, as biographical
narratives hold a chronological dimension, it was a fruitful method in
helping me to understand temporal shifts and changes in discourses and
practices, as well as for my participants to ‘construct a coherent,
intelligible sense of self in the present’ (Gaudio, 2009, p. 85). The
biographical narratives were thus semi-structured chronologically;
always beginning with the participant’s birth, before gathering data on
the socioeconomic background of their kin, and then moving onto their
own childhood, adolescence, and adulthood, whilst all the while

enabling the participants to veer off this biographical track if they
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wanted. They thus also provided participants with the space to
foreground, evoke, or dwell on moments that they found particularly
important; or conversely, to choose to remain silent about other
moments.*® As a chronological method that required several interviews,
this method enabled me to situate my participants and their kin socially,
to relate their social positionings to wider social transformations, and to
realise the importance of certain moments in their lives that | may have

overlooked otherwise.

Whenever possible, a first interview would be followed up with
additional interviews with the same participant. Whilst with some
participants these more formal interviews worked well, and | thus
pursued gathering more data through them, with others, formal
interviews did not work so well. With such persons, | therefore chose to
continue to collect data through more informal means: participant
observation, chatting, and hanging out. Formal interviews lasted
between 45 minutes and three hours, and when possible, were recorded.
They were then transcribed and pseudonymised, before subsequently
being analysed with the aim of preparing for a follow-up interview. In the
interests of protecting the identities of participants, throughout this
thesis pseudonyms have been used, and certain identifying details have
been modified. This has been done carefully to firstly ensure the
anonymity of participants, but second, to remain as truthful as possible to
their situated positionalities. Overall, in-depth biographical narrative
interviews were conducted with 27 persons, 14 of whom identified as
women, and 13 of whom identified as men, and who ranged in age from
their mid-20s to their early 80s. As | endeavoured to research gender
from both male and female perspectives, it was important to me to
ensure that | spoke with both men and women. These more formalised
and in-depth research relations were supplemented with everyday
informal conversations with the same participants and other persons,
along with formal interviews with certain experts, including professors,

PhD students, a politician, directors of incubators, and activists.

35 For a more detailed overview of the biographical narrative method, please see Spronk, 2012, pp. 41-43.
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Researching educated urban professionals meant predefining certain
criteria when searching for and selecting participants: they had to have
received some form of higher education and they had to hold a
professional salaried job or be studying towards one. Certain settings
were thus more suited to finding such persons, and two settings emerged
as my primary recruitment sites: a neighbourhood walking club and a
cosmopolitan beach bar. These settings, which were occupied by
relatively different groups of urban educated professionals, will be
introduced in detail in the following chapter. The nature of the settings
meant that | did not have to rely on the snowball method to find more
participants: whether the walking club or the beach bar, both were
crafted in a way that enabled socialisation, meaning that | could easily
enough encounter more persons myself. Due to the at times sensitive
nature of my research, recruitment was a relatively long process, as | first
liked to ensure that a sufficient relationship was built between us, before
formally asking the person if they would be willing to participate in my
research project. However, once a trusted relationship had been
established, research often took on a more collaborative nature, as
participants would call me and ask to meet as they wanted to talk about
a recent event, send me news articles related to my subject, or
recommended readings, films, music, or events, that they thought would
be of interest to this project. As they were urban professionals, they had
considerable work responsibilities, meaning that a significant part of my
research had to be conducted outside of conventional working hours, in

the evenings or at the weekend.

Researching educated urban professionals held a methodological
advantage in that both my participants and | were fluent in French. We
could thus both converse in a language that, although for the most part
was our second language, we both felt comfortable using and
understanding. The vast majority of interviews with the participants
encountered in this thesis were thus conducted in French, whilst a couple
were mixed between French and English, conducted with participants
who were also fluent in English. Although | took Wolof classes at the

beginning of my research trip and endeavoured to keep practicing Wolof
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throughout my time in Dakar, my Wolof language skills were not strong
enough to conduct interviews. Due to the educated nature of my
participants this did not prove to be too much of a setback; however, it
still constitutes a limitation to my study. Occasionally | conducted
interviews in Wolof with an interpreter, but these interviews served as
occasions to collect background information to my subject and were not
conducted with participants that we encounter in this thesis. It must be
said, however, that although | encouraged my participants to express
themselves in Wolof if they desired to, or if they could not explain
something as clearly in French, my relatively mediocre Wolof skills meant

that some things have most probably been missed.

Before arriving in the field, | had imagined my ethnographic relations
to be built around the explicit sharing of information. Whilst research
relations were partly built around this dynamic, it was also important that
| learned what and when not to share. With better knowledge of the social
values of kersa and sutura, not sharing and not (explicitly) knowing
emerged as productive research tools, and as an act of respect—of
sutura—towards participants.?* When given a partial answer, when faced
with a silence, or when something was ambiguously alluded to, | thus
learned the importance of not pushing and pressing, ‘as the desire to
know the truth about the other can participate in, and reproduce,
violence’ (Ahmed, 2010, p. xix). Rather, it was better to leave some things
unsaid, including elements of my own personhood (for example my
sexual preferences), as the careful navigation of sutura entailed not
putting into discourse certain aspects of one’s life. As shown by Fioole
(2021), such dynamics are collaborative between the participant and the
researcher: by not revealing certain information about ourselves to each
other we together ensured that our respectability was upheld through
carefully navigating sutura. Following Signe Arnfred’'s (2004) call to
distinguish and analyse the different capacities of different forms of
silence, silences around sexual, intimate, and romantic practices can

36 Similarly, Bakuri et al. (2020) have shown how secrecy is maintained interactively through maintaining a
position of not-knowing and through practices of obscuring knowledge. Being secretive thus comes to be
understood not as a passive practice, but as an interactive one.
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emerge as agentic acts. Such acts enabled participants—particularly
women who are the object of more moralistic and condemning narratives
regarding their sexuality—to uphold their sutura, and thus their
respectability and positive sense of self. Silence and ambiguity thus
become understood as powerful tools in the navigation of gendered and
sexual subjectivities (Ruzibiza, 2022, p. 162), which helped me to better
understand the patriarchal underpinnings of sexuality in Dakarois

society.

Not wanting to remove the study of same-sex-desiring persons from
within the cross-sex-desiring world, | chose to not solely focus on one
group or the other, thereby questioning the separation between cross-
sex desiring and same-sex-desiring persons that is often made in Queer
Studies. Rather, | intended to show how both same-sex-desiring and
cross-sex desiring persons inhabit the same social world, and tend to live
connected, rather than separated, lives. Yet, in a context which is
relatively hostile to open evocations of same-sex desire, finding such
people who wanted to participate was not always an easy task.
Particularly as | did notintend to meet with LGBTQIA+ activists, who often
constitute the most visible and therefore the most researched same-sex-
desiring persons in such contexts. Before heading to the field, |
remember being frustrated when reading the methodologies of a
previous study amongst same-sex-desiring persons in Dakar, that, for
example, spoke of finding participants through ‘employing that gaze that
gay men recognize’ (Teunis, 2001, p. 175). However, in reality, | did not
have a much better method than also relying on my instincts and senses,
than making embodied educated guesses as to when such subjects
could be aborded. Moreover, my own positionality as a (queer) white
male from the Global North structured possible encounters that | had
with such persons. | was conscious of how local politicians and religious
leaders depicted same-sex practices as importations from Europe that
perverted local values. | was also aware of the presence of sex tourism,
that even if more prevalent amongst cross-sex desiring persons, was also
a spectre of cross-cultural same-sex relations locally. | knew that for some

persons | represented an opportunity: that a romantic and/or erotic
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relationship with me could provide access to mobility and/or to financial
aid. Additionally, | had been affected by discourses of homophobia,
which made me hesitant and fearful to share certain aspects of my
personhood and personal life. Encounters with same-sex-desiring
persons were thus fraught with all these tensions: | was highly aware, and
relatively worried, of what | may represent to such persons, be they
advocators of homophobic discourses or same-sex-desiring persons.

Recruiting same-sex-desiring persons was thus difficult, which led me
to try new methods to encounter same-sex-desiring men, namely the use
of the apps Grindr and Tinder.3” However, encountering and recruiting
participants through dating apps raised particular and complicated
ethical questions around the issues of visibility, safety, sharing, and
honesty. Whilst Grindr is a dating app that facilitates dating practices
amongst same-sex-desiring men (or more largely the GBT community),
Tinder is a dating app that caters to both cross-sex and same-sex-desiring
persons. Navigating the two apps was very different due to how the
platforms are constructed. On Grindr, where you can see the profiles of
all those who are around you, people remained very discreet, most did
not have any pictures that could enable you to identify them.
Additionally, conversations were fleeting, more erotically charged, and |
sensed a general sentiment of distrust, both in myself and towards
myself, from the small conversations that | had. Navigating Tinder,
however, was different as you can only chat with someone once you have
both positively swiped on each other’s profile and become a 'match’,
which stipulated that to enter into conversation with someone, you have
to have approved of them. As such, profiles on Tinder did normally
include photos of the person behind the telephone, and | found
conversations to be more fruitful on this app. Nevertheless, from an
ethical perspective, using such a site is complicated, as normally for a
person to ‘'match’ with you, this meant they had found you attractive.
Whilst this is what makes the app successful for dating, for conducting
research it makes it more problematic, as the boundaries between

37 Itwould have been impossible for me to use such apps to encounter same-sex-desiring women, as I would

have had to lie about my gender to do so. Encountering same-sex-desiring women was also generally
challenging, and when it did happen, was through mutual acquaintances.
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flirtation and research become increasingly blurred. In practice, erotic
undertones did often remain in conversations on Tinder, but | also found
people to generally be more trusting, and to better understand my own
(slightly abnormal) reasons for using the app. When using apps, it was
thus of the utmost importance that | try to make my presence on them as
clear as possible. | therefore included in my profile these reasonings and
made sure to remind people of them as we begun chatting, in the hope
that | did not give them false impressions. Whilst some people seemingly
ignored all of this, others understood, and through first encountering
them on Tinder, we went on to meet up and they later agreed to
participate in this project.

Feminist scholars and anthropologists of the interpretive turn
introduced the concept of reflexivity and questioned the previously
pervasive belief that research could be conducted objectively (Harding,
2016; Moore, 1988). Instead, they stressed how all research is conducted
from a situated positionality—i.e. a particular and relational identity—and
thus that all knowledge is situated and partial (Haraway, 1988). It is only
through disclosing and paying close attention to how one's identity as a
researcher shapes methods and knowledge production (Abu-Lughod,
1986, pp. 9-23), that we can arrive at partial and situated conclusions
(Haraway, 1988). Yet, partial and situated conclusions, which make clear
their potential biases, are more valuable forms of knowledge then those
that falsely claim an objective truth. It was therefore imperative that |
situate myself in this production of knowledge, as my identity impacted
the research processes. Before entering the field, assumptions about my
positionality were multiple: as a man it would be easier to talk to men, but
harder to talk to women, about their sexual practices; as a young person
it would be harder to talk to elder persons about certain intimate
subjects; as a white foreign researcher, people may be hesitant to talk to

me as | could be seen as continuing (neo)colonial dynamics of extraction.

However, positionalities are more ambiguous and processual than is
often recognised, and are constantly made and remade in the field, in
conversation with participants. Participants perceive us, the researcher, as

someone and something, and their perceptions greatly shape our
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research relation and dynamics. Here, the researcher does not hold as
much control over their multiple identities as we often like to believe. As
such, | found that many of my pre-fieldwork assumptions surrounding my
positionality did not play out exactly as | had imagined. For example, as
a young unmarried man, | assumed that talking about relatively taboo
subjects, such as sexual practices, with other young unmarried men
would not be too difficult. Yet, | had not reflected on how my own sexual
orientation, as a same-sex-desiring man, would complicate this. Taking
into account that in homosocial male settings, masculinities are often
constructed through sharing stories of heterosexual sexual practices and
displaying homophobic behaviours (Faynot, 2018), in such settings |
often found myself uncomfortable. Not wanting to lie about cross-sex
sexual practices, and not feeling comfortable with homophobic
narratives, | found myself in a situation where | felt unable to perform the
cultural codes that would have enabled me to start to become part of the
group. However, that same aspect of my identity was what enabled a
rapport to be created with other same-sex-desiring persons. Knowing
that we both experienced such desire, and being able to observe that |
was attentive to local ways of not (normally) displaying such desires,
same-sex-desiring persons came to feel more comfortable with me,

which enabled them to share their stories.

Concerning my white European identity, firstly, it was an asset that |
was not French. As the former colonial power who remained highly
criticised due to enduring neo-colonial economic and political relations,
people would often become less hostile and start to make jokes with me
about the French, once they had ascertained that | was not myself French.
My mediocre Wolof skills also helped in such encounters, as taxi drivers,
shop workers, or strangers, would often congratulate me for having learnt
a local language, and subsequently criticise the foreigners—more often
than not the ‘French’—for not making the same efforts. They took their
lack of effort as an enduring sign that such French persons still believed
in colonial hierarchies. Secondly, whilst at times my white Europeanness

did lead to certain people being relatively critical and questioning my
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presence and research motivations, | also found that, similarly to Spronk,
it often held a productive element (Spronk, 2012, p. 45). As | was not a
local, people did not think that | would judge them and their (sometimes)
dissident practices according to local moralities; rather they associated
me with a more ‘liberal’ (in terms of marital practices) Europe, which they
associated with decreasing marital rates, high divorce rates, and even
changes to marital practice such as the legalisation of same-sex-
marriage. Whilst this perceived liberality was a source of critique for
some persons | encountered—who extended this critique to me as the
embodied manifestation of loose marital morals—with those who were
unmarried, it proved to be more of an asset, as | shall now briefly

elaborate.

Marital status is an aspect of identity that is not often addressed in
intersectional analysis in contexts of the Global North. However, in Dakar,
marital status strongly structures social relations. My marital status, an
aspect of my identity that | had not thought about so much before
entering the field, thus structured my research more than | could ever
have imagined. It produced different outcomes, depending also on the
marital status, gender, and age of the other person. The interaction
between these factors also shows how our identities are multiple and we
cannot separate their different aspects: they all intersect and affect each
other. Being unmarried meant that | was seen as a potential suitor to
young unmarried women. Whilst this was at times beneficial to
establishing a research relation, when discussing sexuality it meant that
silence reigned, following social norms that unmarried persons should
not discuss matters of sexuality across genders. Being unmarried, and
thus not being considered as a social adult, also meant that discussing
aspects of sexuality with older married women was seen as disrespectful,
and | thus struggled to access details of their intimate lives. Furthermore,
if they had unmarried daughters, some saw me as a potential future
son-in-law, and thus wanted to present a noble and respectful image of
their family: this meant that matters of sexuality, along with certain other
personal matters, were not up for discussion. | always endeavoured to

respect these social hierarchies and codes, which thereby constituted a
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limit of my research. However, on occasion, with younger married
women—who were socially legitimised to practice, and at times speak of,
their sexuality—I did access intimate details of their lives, although it was

crucial that their husbands were not to find out about this dialogue.

Being unmarried myself, whilst researching those who were dissident
in  normative understandings of marriage, held important
methodological advantages as a common identifier between us. Being
unmarried opened up the discursive possibilities of critiquing marriage
with the unmarried. In such conversations, | myself was often asked for
my opinion on marriage, which whilst | tried to keep as nuanced as
possible, invariably emphasised some of my personal—and more
critical—convictions towards marriage. My own parents’ divorce along
with my father's subsequent remarriage and second divorce, were
moments from my personal life that have shaped my views on marriage.
Being able to evoke these events, to show that my childhood had not
been shaped by conventional images of happy marriages, enabled a
certain proximity to be created between participants and myself. | believe
that if | had been happily married myself and/or if | had not been a child
of divorced parents, then participants themselves would have been
slower to criticise marriage. Even if marriage is routinely critiqued in
society from many angles, those who are unmarried are not given such
space to participate in those critiques: their unmarried status removes
them from being legitimate actors in such conversations. Although at
times my identity was one that evoked alterity, my unmarried status when
conducting research with unmarried persons was particularly productive.
Even if many aspects of our identity may have been very different,
through a focus on queerying marriage, sameness and commonalities
emerged, which strengthened our research rapport. Returning to
Haraway's (1988) understanding of situated knowledges, it is from this
partial and situated perspective that | make claims to a production
of knowledge that complements the study of marriage in Africa in

novel ways.
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Overview of chapters

Chapter 1, ‘A prestigious historical consciousness: Understanding
registers of Dakarois Middle-Classness’, serves to contextualise my
research, both within wider debates in anthropology on the African
middle classes, and within the geographical socioeconomic context of
Dakar. The chapter begins by locating my study within the field of
research on the African middle classes, through which | define my
research as not being about the middle classes, understood as a social
class, per se, but rather as being about how relative social status and
wealth enabled my participants to enact dissident practices towards
marriage. As such, | contend that employing middle-classness,
understood as a cultural practice, is more fruitful in grasping how my
participants understood themselves and others through practices of
distinction. The chapter continues with a historicization of middle groups
in Dakar, which drew largely upon Dakar’s privileged role in the French
colonial apparatus, and the construction of the SICAP housing schemes.
I also illuminate how post-colonial shifts in models of social success and
prestige, influenced by a generally degrading economic condition since
the 1980s, have impacted ideals of social mobility, education,
professionalisation, and prestige. | then introduce my group of research
participants and the contemporary practices of middle-classness that
were constitutive for their boundary-making. | argue that their ideals of
social prestige and practices of distinction are informed by a historical
consciousness, which is itself drawn from their historically privileged role
in first colonial, and then independent, Senegalese society. The chapter
ends with a more in-depth introduction to my two principal research sites

and the educated, urban and professional people who inhabited them.

The subsequent four chapters are constructed around a particular
dissident positioning towards marriage. To enable the gendered
contrasts of occupying these specific dissident positionings to emerge,

each chapter is structured around the stories of one/two men and one
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woman. Each chapter highlights the queer affordances that lie within
marriage's perceived structural power. They thus each serve to illuminate

another face of marriage’s instability.

Chapter 2, ‘Never Marrying—The relativity of marriage’, looks into the
cases of Biram and Fanta, respectively in their 40s and 50s, who find
themselves in a paradoxical position. They are dissident towards
marriage through never having achieved it, yet they are also well-
respected members of kin and community. This chapter thus explores the
potentialities of never marrying. As such, their stories give responses to
ideologies that posit marriage as a social obligation that one must enact
to be respectable, achieve social adulthood, and to belong. Although
they are respected, social understandings of their never-married status
require that they labour to prove their respectability, as their sexual
practices and cultural/national belonging come under scrutiny. Their
stories highlight marriage’s relative importance in providing social status,
respectability and belonging, as ultimately, they show how one can live a
fulfilled and respectable life without ever having been married.

Chapter 3, 'Deferring Marriage—The gendered contrasts of intentional
waithood and the deferability of marriage’, examines the cases of Yves,
Awa, and Samba, who were all delaying marriage. Although having
reached the conventional age of marriage, and being preferential marital
candidates, they were actively delaying marriage with the aim of
pursuing other activities. This chapter thus asks, if marriage is so
universally aspired to, then why do these young persons, who possess all
the means to get married, defer marriage? To better grasp their stories, |
first place myself within the waithood debate, by showing how the
intentionality of delayed marriage structures this period productively.
However, how this period of intentional waithood is experienced is highly
gendered, thereby revealing the patriarchal privilege that exists in
navigating premarital life: whilst men use this period to gain sexual
experiences (meanwhile also focusing on their education and/or
professionalisation), women use this period to secure economic stability

and autonomy through their professionalisation. Their stories thus add
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considerable nuance to the study of waithood, as through their
socioeconomic status they do not experience this period as one of being
stuck, but rather as one of productive possibilities. Ultimately, their stories
add to an understanding of marriage’s instability, as they show how
marriage is not so urgently and universally desired: it can be deferred.

Chapter 4, ‘Resisting Remarriage—The temporality of marriage’, looks
into the cases of Khady and Thierno, respectively a divorced mother in
her 40s, and a divorced man in his early 30s. Although divorce is relatively
common in Dakar, it is usually followed by swift remarriage, making
divorce a transitory status. However, Khady and Thierno were actively
resisting remarriage, a stance that questions marriage'’s structural power.
This chapter thus asks, if marriage is so important to social status,
prestige, and respectability, then why do people resist remarriage after
divorce? Moreover, as divorce marks the moment that the patriarchal
control over a wife is (partly) relinquished, the comparison between
Khady and Thierno’s stories enables me to illuminate the gendered
contrasts in how divorcees are perceived. Whilst Khady was subjected to
controlling practices from her kin in navigating her post-marital sexuality
and respectability, for Thierno, divorce emerged as a shameful
experience that attested to his inability to fulfil an idealised masculine
gender role. As | will then explore, these gendered social
anxieties—particularly centred around the figure of the professional,
educated, and economically autonomous woman—serve to reveal the
instability of patriarchal privilege and contemporary discussions on
masculinities. Ultimately, their stories highlight another aspect of
marriage’s instability: its temporality. As marriage can be gained as well
as lost, their practices of resisting remarriage attest to marriage’s
structural power not being quite so powerful as societal narratives lead

one to believe.

Chapter 5, ‘Queering Marriage—The flexibility of marriage’, looks into
the cases of Jules, Binta, and Moussa, who all experience same-sex
desires. As normative marriage can only be practiced cross-sex, and

instances of same-sex marriages have been the catalyst for inciting
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homophobic practices, persons like Jules, Binta and Moussa may find
themselves excluded from marriage. This chapter thus asks, how do
those with same-sex desires negotiate with, or navigate around,
marriage? Through reading their stories with the notion of ‘alternatively
normal life paths’, this chapter foregrounds how their interactions with, or
around, marriage are informed by a complex interaction between their
kinship expectations, their own interpretations of marriage, and their
societally dissident same-sex desires. Whilst Jules looks to engage with
cross-sex marriage to achieve his desire to become a father, Binta
contemplates entering into a cross-sex marriage to honour her self-
understanding as a responsible member of kin, whereas Moussa has
refused marriage altogether through fully informing his close kin of his
same-sex desires and practices. Their stories show the diversity that exists
amongst how same-sex-desiring persons relate to marriage. Moreover,
they enable another vision of same-sex-desiring persons in Senegal to
emerge, as they are not ostracised, but are embedded and respected
members of kin and community. Ultimately their stories reveal a final
aspect of marriage’s instability, as it is adapted, appropriated, or

foregone altogether, the flexibility of marriage emerges.

In conclusion | will briefly summarise the key findings of the foregoing
ethnographic chapters, further reflecting on how my participants’
dissidence enabled me to queery marriage. | shall further elaborate on
what the queerying marriage approach has revealed about the
functioning of marital norms, ultimately illuminating their political and

patriarchal nature.
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