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Conclusion

Throughout this thesis, it has become clear that there
exists a paradox surrounding marriage in Dakar. Marriage is
constantly debated and critiqued. It is said to entalil
suffering for women, who must ‘muf’ to traverse marriage’s
seemingly inevitably difficult landscape. Men are critiqued
for not taking their marital obligations seriously enough,
through, for example, marrying more wives and fathering
more children than they have the means to care for. Media
coverage of stories of violent outbursts of jealousy between
polygynous co-wives are recurrent and most women dread
the idea of becoming a co-wife, whilst many men maintain
that polygynous marriage is their religiously ordained
gendered right. Divorce rates are said to be increasing;
more and more marriages are said to fail. All of this and
more creates a climate where young unmarried men and
women look to marriage full of worry and anticipation,
whilst simultaneously aspiring to marriage. Marriage is seen
as one of the most important events of one’s lifetime. It is
upheld as an inevitable and unavoidable practice, as a
social obligation that will confer social status, respectability,
social adulthood, and access to socially legitimate sexuality
and parenthood. So, although marriage is incessantly critiqued, it
is also presented as something that everyone must practise
to live a fulfilled and respectable life. Such discourses serve
to reinforce the marital norm: they naturalise the practice of
marriage as an inevitable and obligatory practice; one may

critique marriage, but that does not mean that one should
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not marry. However, this thesis has not taken the socially obligatory
nature of marriage at face value. Rather, through questioning whether
(normative) marriage is really as inevitable as it is presented to be, it has
deepened the paradox. Such an approach responds to Soto’s (2005) call
to exploit the fragility that lies behind a norm . Here, Soto is recognising
the often-hidden side of norms: behind their strong and stable facade,
fragility is concealed. Such an approach seeks not to take normative
discourses at face value but to critically question them. To ask: Is

marriage really so inescapable?

Chapter 1 set the scene for my research through elaborating how my
participants’ relative privilege and prestige has given them more space
to be dissident towards normative practices of marriage. The subsequent
four chapters enabled four different faces of marriage’s instability to
emerge. Chapter 2, ‘Never-Marrying—The Relativity of Marriage’, showed
that marriage is not as inevitable as it has been presented to be. The
stories of Fanta and Biram showed that despite the societal discourses
that present marriage as a social obligation, one can never marry and still
live a fulfilled life. Marriage's importance to social adulthood, social status
and respectability were thus relativised. Chapter 3, ‘Deferring Marriage—
The Gendered Contrasts of Intentional Waithood’, questioned the
pervasive belief that all young people desire to marry as soon as
possible, and as such, that delays to marriage are only caused by
socioeconomic constraints. Rather, the stories of Yves, Awa and Samba
showed that young urban professionals are intentionally deferring
marriage and its subsequent responsibilities in order to gain other,
significantly gendered, experiences. Chapter 4, ‘Resisting Remarriage—
The Temporality of Marriage’, showed how divorcees navigate their
recently acquired unmarried status in a context where divorcees are
swiftly encouraged to remarry. They show marriage’s temporality, as its
privileged status can be lost. Moreover, Khady and Thierno'’s stories of
resisting remarriage enable marriage’s structural power in regulating
social belonging, status, and respectability to be questioned, as the

status it produces was not enough alone to convince them of the
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imperative to remarry. Finally, Chapter 5, '‘Queering Marriage—The
Flexibility of Marriage’ showed another face of marriage’s instability
through exploring how persons with same-sex desires intend to interact
with marriage, if at all. In its normative conceptualisation, marriage is a
strictly heterosexual practice, yet through the stories of Jules, Binta, and
Moussa, we have seen how marriage is flexible, as it is adapted,

appropriated, or foregone all together.

As a result, the structural power that marriage holds in regulating
social belonging, respectability, and status, has been queeried. It is
important, however, to recognise that although marriage’s instability has
been foregrounded through queerying marriage, this instability harbours
both possibilities and limitations. As shown throughout the chapters,
those who are dissident towards marriage are also informed by this
norm: their personhood, gendered sense of self, and embedded
relations with kin and community continue to be informed by normative
understandings of marriage. So, for those who are dissident, for those
who have enabled me to queery marriage, marriage retained some of its
structural power. Yet, they have shown that one does not necessarily have
to marry or to engage with marriage in a normative fashion to live a
fulfilled life: marriage’s structural power is thereby being queeried.

Discourses that present marriage as the sine qua non of a fulfilled and
respectable adult life look to achieve completeness: they presume that
being married raises one to a completed stage of fulfilment and social
respectability. Yet, as expounded by Nyamnjoh (2017), life is necessarily
incomplete. Rather than being easily compartmentalised into dualisms
and dichotomies, ways of thinking and categorising which foreground
completeness, life is made up of ever-evolving interconnections and
interdependencies. Their dynamic nature means that completeness is
impossible: ‘incompleteness is the normal order of things' (p. 253).
Embracing that productive incompleteness through queerying marriage,
through those who are marriage’s dissident—or incomplete—others, has
enabled me to ‘expand [the] possibilities for flexibility and inclusiveness’

(p. 206). These possibilities exist not in opposition to marital norms, but
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from within. They belie binary and dichotomous thinking, as they show
how people are simultaneously critical of marital norms whilst also being
partly compliant with them. Importantly, they show that marital norms can
be more flexible and inclusive than their normative discourses lead one
to believe, as my dissident participants show that other ways are possible.
Discourses that look to achieve completeness, although inescapable,
articulate a social ideal. Yet, queerying marriage has shown that the quest
for completeness, for this social ideal, is actually impossible, as life is

much messier and more flexible than such discourses suggest.

Normative discourses harness marriage with a stable, atemporal and
structurally powerful character. Yet, we have seen something different;
here again, there exists something of a paradox. Marriage is, and has
always been, a flexible and dynamic institution; however, this dynamism
has existed behind an implication of stability, evidenced by narratives
that can be seen all over the world in movements that vow to protect
ambiguous and imagined ideas such as the la famille traditionelle
(traditional family), le mariage traditionnel (traditional marriage), or les
valeurs tradionnelles (traditional values). In the Senegalese (and other
postcolonial cases), such ambiguous traditions are often mobilised
through anti-imperialist and anti-neocolonial arguments, which look to
protect local ways of being from Euro-American influence, often
constructed as perversions. However, what is concealed by such
discourses is that marital and kinship practices have always shifted. The
important questions thereby become about what these discourses of
stability serve, what they mask, who they target, and why do they do so.
Here the power of such an approach becomes strikingly apparent, as it
enables us to unsettle the taken-for-granted nature of marital norms
(Debele, 2022). Through researching marriage from its dissident margins,
we have gained a better understanding of how the marital norm, and all
its supportive discourses, function. More than just the instability of
marriage, the approach of my research has critically brought marriage’s

patriarchal underpinnings to the fore.
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Scholars concur that marriage in Senegal is founded upon
unequal—or patriarchal—gender relations (Diop, 2018, p. 218; Macchia-
Samba, 2018, p. 176; Sow, 2018a, p. 97). Here, patriarchy stands for a
structural system of gender relations that grants men more power than,
and power over, women. In Senegal, this system finds itself structurally
anchored in society through law, religion, and social norms. In this way,
the forces that uphold marriage’s obligatory nature and render the
unmarried dissident work to uphold the patriarchal privilege that is
(partly) constructed and maintained through marriage. Inspired by Basile
Ndjio's (2012, 2016) work on the culturalization of sexuality in Cameroon,
| hereby argue that the constant promotion of marriage in Senegal
amounts to the culturization of marriage: a phenomenon whereby
performing (hetero)normative marriage has become an indicator of
social belonging: belonging to responsible society, to a religious
community, and to the larger nation-state. To quote gender scholar and
sociologist Fatou Sow (2018), the practice of normative marriage has
become one of the ‘ordinary fundamentalisms’ (p. 34) through which
people’s moral character, along with their religious and national
belonging, has come to be questioned and critiqued. However, although
their moral character is critiqued, a particularity of my group of urban
professionals is that their status, although somewhat questioned, remains
intact: they remain in a relatively privileged position. Whilst | do contend
that the promotion of marriage in Senegal has amounted to the
culturisation of marriage, which is one of the ordinary fundamentalisms
that my participants had to navigate, the stories of my dissident
participants also show that these forces are not as all-encompassing as
suggested by Ndjio and Sow. Rather, the stories of my participants
showed that even within these normative structures, non-normative
affordances exist. People’s dissident relations to norms should thus not
be conceptualised through an approach of anti-normativity but through
one that recognises the dissident affordances and people's
embeddedness within the very norms that they simultaneously

challenge.
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An important gendered finding has emerged through the critiques
that my dissident participants received—a finding that enables me to
further theorise on marriage’s patriarchal underbelly. Although both
dissident men and women were critiqued from a religious point of view
for not fulfilling the religious recommendation of marriage, the other
critiques they faced were differently gendered. Whilst women'’s national
and cultural belonging was critiqued and questioned, depicting them as
un-African and/or ‘too Western, men who were dissident towards
marriage were not accused of lacking cultural authenticity, but rather of
being sexually dissident: of being homosexual. Interestingly, these
critiques were framed around the same issues of culture and tradition,
religion and morality, and sovereignty and anti-imperialism, that form the
basis of polemic debates around homosexuality elsewhere in Africa
(Dankwa, 2020, p. 174). Although about two separate issues—one about
same-sex desires and practices, the other about cross-sex marriage—
they both become polemic and politically charged as they concern the
social reproduction of the nation-state. Exploring why a difference exists
in these gendered critiques enables a further understanding of how
patriarchy functions, and how patriarchal anxieties are expressed through

the narratives that made my participants dissident.

In postcolonial nationalist discourses, women have often been framed
as the source and symbol of the nation, who through motherhood ensure
both the social reproduction and the cultural continuity of the nation-
state (Akujobi, 2011; Bawa & Adeniyi Ogunyankin, 2018; Currier, 2012;
McClintock, 1995, p. 359). Bearing children—which is only legitimate
within marriage—thus becomes elevated to a nationalist practice,
enabling us to further see how women’s bodies with their reproductive
capabilities have become constructed as being property of the nation-
state (Bawa & Adeniyi Ogunyankin, 2018; Diop, 2018). Those women who
are dissident towards marriage thus become critiqued through
nationalist discourses of cultural authenticity, as their '‘bodies are
deemed African when they are in-place and un-African when they
are out-of-place’ (Bawa & Adeniyi Ogunyankin, 2018, p. 446). Such
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discourses serve to uphold the image of women as foremost wives and
mothers who are submissive towards patriarchal logic within marriage.
These discourses are all the more fervent towards educated and
professional women, who are feared to stray even further from patriarchal
control due to the possibilities that their education and salaried
employments offer them. Yet, it has also become clear that these
discourses that render women submissive to patriarchal control articulate
a mere ideal, as in practice, married women increasingly participate in
household economics (Macchia-Samba, 2018), and my dissident female
participants have shown how women can live fulfilled and respectable
lives outside the confines of normative marriage. What these discourses
that associate a nationally and culturally grounded femininity with
wifehood and motherhood actually articulate is the fragility of patriarchal
control. They express patriarchal anxieties that through education,
professional work, and increasing economic autonomy, women such as
my dissident participants will no longer accept the patriarchal
inequalities upon which normative marriage is founded. Through
denying such women their cultural and national authenticity, such
discourses attempt to construct the only nationally and culturally
legitimate form of femininity as one that is structured through patriarchal

marital relations.

Regarding men who are dissident towards marriage, we have seen that
they more often face criticisms that relate their dissidence to their sexual
practices, as they are more easily accused of homosexuality. Similarly to
Ndéné, the protagonist in Mbougar-Sarr's celebrated novel De Purs
Hommes (Sarr, 2018), their dissidence towards patriarchal gender norms
casts a doubt over their sexual practices. Not embodying patriarchal
gender roles, be it through holding empathy towards the victims of
homophobic attacks like Ndéné, or through being dissident towards
marriage like my participants, thus leads to one's legitimate (read
heterosexual) masculinity being questioned. In a context where
heterosexuality and homophobia are important components of

hegemonic masculinities (Faynot, 2018), being accused of homosexuality
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serves as a particularly powerful categorisation that removes the accused
from socially valued forms of masculinity. Here, Ndjio’s (2012, 2016) work
is helpful in unpacking what lies behind such accusations and discourses
of sexual dissidence, in a context where homosexuality has become
increasingly constructed as a threat to the moral fabric and social
reproduction of the nation. Ndjio (2012) calls the imaginary Cameroonian
homosexual the ‘problematic Muntu' (p. 623), as opposed to the
normative Muntu: the libidinal, virile and heterosexual man who
constitutes a good citizen. In accusing my male dissident participants of
homosexuality, such discourses serve to articulate that such men are not
seen as fulfilling their masculinist, virile and heteropatriarchal duties, and
as such, they are not participating in the social reproduction of the
nation-state. They express anxieties that those who do not themselves
continue to practice patriarchal gender relations, through not engaging
with marriage in normative ways, will lessen the larger power and
authority of patriarchy. Through showing that another way of being a man
and/or being a husband is possible, they also show that the idealised
masculinity upon which patriarchy is founded—presented as a religiously
ordained and natural phenomenon—is actually unstable, fragile, and

socially constructed.

Be it through constructing dissident women as culturally and nationally
unauthentic, or through constructing dissident men as homosexuals,
what has emerged behind discourses that serve to uphold marriage’s
obligatory nature is the fragile character of patriarchy. Articulated as
religiously ordained and culturally grounded, patriarchy, just like
marriage, has emerged as a fragile social institution that needs constant

support and reinforcement to continue to exercise its structural power.

So, we have seen how my participants’ dissidence towards marriage
can imply a step towards the destabilisation and denaturalisation of the
socially obligatory imperative to marry, which in turn has enabled me to
queery marriage. In doing so, the patriarchal anxieties that fuel the
promotion of normative marriage have been revealed. Those who belong

to my group of participants as educated and professional urban men and
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women find themselves at the fore of such criticisms, as they are seen to
embody elements of social change relating to (patriarchal) gender
norms, symbolised through their dissidence towards marriage. Their
education, professional employment, and subsequent relative economic
security have enabled them to take more distance from such gender
norms. On the one hand they embody certain socially valued
characteristics, such as being well educated, relatively wealthy, and
holding valorised professional careers. Yet, on the other hand, their
socially valued characteristics enable their dissidence towards marriage.
However, when they are critiqued for their marital dissidence, for their
perceived desire to change marital norms, | argue that the criticisms they
face express patriarchal anxieties that fear the loss of power and status
that such change could harbour. Marital practices have always shifted
throughout time, differently contested and adapted by different groups
of people. Marriage is, and always will be, in flux, and thus normative
ideals of marriage are unstable. Behind discourses of marriage’s
atemporal and stable nature are the patriarchal anxieties that aim to mask
the fact that, just like marriage, patriarchy is also unstable, and thus can
also be challenged.

Applying a queer analysis to my participants’ marital dissidence was a
purposively provocative choice. Once again, | do not argue in this thesis
that my participants are queer. Rather, their dissidence towards marriage
is what enables me to queery marriage, to critically question its normative
value. Yet, | also understand that this has been a contentious step, one
that comes with its own limitations. Whilst | emphasise the flexibility of
marital norms, it is important to also recognise that this flexibility has
limits. Although they contest the normative value of marriage, their self-
understandings are also informed by understandings of marital norms,
and some of them do plan to engage with marriage in the future. Yet
others, like Moussa, have also shown that marriage is, at times, not
flexible enough, as he has foregone marriage altogether. As stated by
Pauli (2016) in her analysis of middle-class marriages in Namibia, it is

important to recognise that the ‘flexibility of conjugal relations is tightly
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embedded in a not so flexible moral and economic structure’ (p. 104). It
is within this moral marital structure that my participants had to
manoeuvre, and their dissidence towards marriage could sometimes put
them into somewhat uncomfortable, or even dangerous, situations. Yet,
their relative prestige also enabled them to take more distance from such
danger, unlike less wealthy persons such as Coumba, who was being
pressured into a marriage that she did not desire. Within this morally
charged setting, they challenged marriage’s normative value not through
outright resistance, but through finding the queer affordances that lie
within marital norms. Although their stories have attested to the flexibility
and instability of marriage, it is important to recognise that marriage

continues to exercise structural power in their lives.

The choice to provocatively apply a queer analysis was made with the
intention of contributing to an ongoing debate on the applicability of
queer theory to both contexts and objects where it is not normally used:
outside of the Global North and beyond LGBTQIA+ sexuality and gender
categories. Itis a response to Mikdashi and Puar’s (2016) call to revisit the
question of what queer theory may look like when it is not routed through
Euro-American histories, sexualities, locations or bodies’, to ultimately
ask, ‘can queer theory be recognizable as such when it emerges from
elsewhere? (p. 215). As they go on to critique, queer theory’s
epistemological centre has been firmly placed within the Global North
(and particularly in the USA), with research from elsewhere—i.e. the
Global South—mobilised only as ‘a “case study” of specifics’ rather than
as data from which to (queerly) theorise (p.216). Here, the elsewhere
does not only refer to geographical locations, but also to objects of
research. It refers to a desire to loosen ‘queer theory's attachment to the
sexual subject’ (Eng & Puar, 2020, p. 16), to insert the probing and
provocative capacity of queer theory to analyse objects ‘that might not
immediately register as properly queer’ (Weiss, 2022, p. 319). In such
understandings, queer thus comes to stand more as an invitation to
produce knowledge on all that is non-normative: it is an objectless queer

whose exact contours cannot be known in advance (Eng & Puar, 2020).
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However, it is important to also recognise the risks and consequences
that come with broadening the scope of queer theory. As same-sex
desires were at the core of queer’s definitional centre, moving the focus
of queer away from same-sex desires could ‘dematerialize any possibility
of queerness itself’ (Sedgwick, 1993, p. 8). What Sedgwick is pointing
towards here is that through seeking a non-normative elsewhere that is
not centrally tied to same-sex desire, queer studies could ‘lose sight of
same-sex desiring communities altogether’ (Gill, 2018, p. 207). Although
| recognise the importance of not marginalising same-sex desiring
communities within queer theory, through my work | adhere to queer’s
potent potentiality for producing knowledge beyond the domain of

same-sex desires.

It is thus in a similar vein to other ethnographic studies that have
applied a queer analysis to heteronormative structures and practices
(Allouche, 2019; Meiu, 2017; Mikdashi, 2014) that my thesis contributes
to the movement that looks to construct queer theory from elsewhere:
from an African context, and from the heteronormative practice of
marriage. In doing so it recognises that ‘queer theory is not necessarily
about queers’ but rather serves as a means to interrogate normative
practices and assumptions of larger social structures and categories
(Mikdashi, 2013, p. 350). As such, | foreground an ethnographic approach
that theorises not based on Western-derived comparative categories but
rather the lived experiences of my participants (Moore, 2020, p. 185). Itis
thus an approach that directly responds to Mikdashi and Puar’s (2016) call
to construct queer theory from elsewhere , and to Nyanzi's (2014) call
that the production of queer knowledge in Africa needs a widening of
thematic focus. In doing so, | contribute to the debate on the applicability
of queer thinking—of curiously probing norms to go beyond their natural
facade—to contemporary social structures that are not simply reduced to
categories of gendered and sexual dissidence. Typically, marriage would
be analysed as an oppressive patriarchal structure towards which people
are submissive, but through applying a queer analysis to marital

dissidence, | have arrived at conclusions which pay tribute to the
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messiness of everyday life, which foreground how people can be
simultaneously critical of, yet form their self-understandings through,
their relation to marital norms. This has enabled me to go beyond
understanding dissidence towards marriage through dichotomous
thinking of oppression and resistance, and to go beyond understandings
of queer as antinormativity that is posited upon same-sex desire.
Although a somewhat provocative move, it is a step towards constructing
queer theory from elsewhere. And in my opinion, this is where queer
theory's power most lies: in its ability to probe behind a norm’s
normativity, it can work to destabilise its taken-for-granted nature and

illuminate the queer affordances that exist within its normativity.

In conclusion, queerying marriage has partly destabilised that which
appeared as natural: the imperative to marry, in normative ways, to live a
respectable and fulfilled life. It has revealed the more insidious and
exclusionary aspects of marital norms, along with the patriarchal political
motivations that lie behind them. Yet, at the same time, queerying
marriage has also revealed the queer affordances that lie within the
marital norm. It has exhibited the potentiality and possibilities for change
and dissidence that come from within the marital norm’s structural power,
all whilst they also work to destabilise that normative structural power.
Such an approach indicates future potentials for queer theory from Africa
to Euro-America. Through foregrounding a queer reading that is neither
based in the Global North, nor on LGBTQIA+ identity categories or
positions of  antinormativity, this approach recognises the
embeddedness of people within norms: it pays tribute to how people can
simultaneously be informed by, and dissident towards, social norms.
Queerying marriage through those who are dissident towards it has thus
proved to be a fruitful approach, and one that | hope could be applied to
other structural societal norms to ultimately reveal the political, and

probably patriarchal, anxieties that lie behind their normativity.
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