


Jordana: But there’s a reason and a rhyme / To his nasty little crime / What’ll make

him do his time / Is his struggle to survive

Group refrain: I’m a pirate!

As a homage to the precarious informal activities they had been helping me docu-
ment we called the song Je me bat pour mon avenir [I fight for my future]. We
recorded it alongside one more in a small studio in the outlying neighbourhood of
Youpougon for US$20 each. Later we did a photo shoot for the ‘album cover’
(Figure 1) on the campus of the University of Abidjan, Cocody (one of the cosier

Figure 1. Album cover for Frères de Zayon [Brothers of Zayon, aka Zion]. Left to right: MC

Black, Busta, Jordanna, Tino Black. Abidjan, 24 August 2009. Photographer unknown. Link to

song: https://archive.org/details/JeMeBattePourMonAvenir.
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central quartiers). The songs immediately came to dominate the men’s interactions.
Tino and MC entered it in several hip-hop shows and convinced me to dance on-
stage with them. Irrespective of whether the song was any good, it was a trans-
Atlantic collaboration and that made it good. For a time they were fuelled with
visions of local and international success, speaking of submitting it to Radio
Télévision Ivoirienne first, and eventually using my ‘contacts’ abroad to reach the
international airwaves. Nestled between the dark reality and the brilliant promise
of neoliberalism, the borderland makes it possible to live in fantasy’s global shadow.

The borderland ethnographer

The relevance of my identity as I conducted this fieldwork highlights the possibi-
lities and limitations inherent to the interactional/intersectional nature of the
ethnographic method. As I have suggested, for the duration of my fieldwork my
ability to facilitate sociability and afford status generated a significant influence on
my subjects’ lives. Just as ‘observer effects’ are a fact of physics research, so are they
in ethnography (Monahan and Fisher, 2010). To take a cue from Goffman (1959),
we are all actors choosing scripts for the situation; as ethnographers we manipulate
our performance – and ultimately for a peer-reviewed audience. If I had not taken
my subjects out for the occasional drink, I might indeed have written an ethnog-
raphy of waiting, or one of wealthier men. So I profited from seeing what happened
when I did, well aware that the deeper involved my ethnography, the more my role
as infrastructure shifted my subjects’ ability to navigate the terrain.

I approached the field by first acknowledging my particularities and, second,
intending to make them useful. That I, a first-world woman of the African dias-
pora, was the ideal audience for the scripts and smokescreens with which men
revealed their black cosmopolitan alter egos was useful to highlight those very
processes. When on first contact a vendor lied to me about his earnings (as most
did), how far he stretched the truth gave me a sense of his financial lexicon. When
he met me at a maquis dressed a certain way, I gained a sense of what he wore to
meet a lady. Or when I stood silent and allowed a vendor to haggle aggressively with
a taxi driver in order to shave a few cents off of my fare home – although alone I
frequently, and willingly, paid much more – I did so not only to ‘blend in’ but also to
respect that this small difference might comprise that man’s daily wage.
While conducting an interview with a nationalist, purportedly blanket anti-
Western political propagandist, I found it instructive that he took me to one of
the city’s only shopping malls to impress on me an image of Abidjan that was
sophisticated and modern, unlike the indigenous maquis in the quartiers populaires.
Similarly I took note that in meeting another propagandist for a drink after President
Obama’s 2008 electoral victory, I found him giddy about ‘our’ great achievement;
however, the next week I sat as he, microphone in hand, sternly urged caution to his
fellow countrymen over embracing this agent of imperial power.

The outcomes of our intersections became ethnographic truths among many
potential alternative actions and reactions; this is a distinction between highlighting
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and fabricating a set of social processes. I certainly circumscribed this universe of
possibilities. That we were archetypical borderland subjects helped facilitate an
ethnography of black urbanism-as-borderland; a man, someone with darker or
lighter skin, an Ivoirian or a French woman would have written different ethno-
graphies, each elucidating different elements of the simultaneous realities that form
contemporary life in the African periphery. I have noted my control of the purse
strings; this likely exaggerated the social fact of my subjects’ inaccessibility to me as
a prospective partner. They combatted this sense of inadequacy through alternative
sources of validation. Revealed were the strategies that men without women pursue
to be someone in Abidjan, and in the world.

In a political and heavily male-dominated space called the Sorbonne,8 I sat for
months observing propagandists for then-President Laurent Gbagbo articulate
anti-colonialist, autochthonous positions. Surrounding the Sorbonne were
market stalls that catered to a predominantly male clientele. Over the course of
the day hundreds of men would pass through or sit for an hour or more, listening
to speeches and socializing with compatriots. Women vending drinks and snacks
and pre-teen shoe shiners catered to these men’s needs. Speakers typically spoke
heroically of the Ivoirian ‘revolution’ against neocolonial France, and dispara-
gingly about the alleged French, United Nations, and Burkinabé-backed northern
rebellion that kept the country divided in two from 2002 until 2011. For these
reasons, the Sorbonne was not known for welcoming foreigners. But I was even-
tually familiarized as one of the regulars and my friendly association with certain
higher-ups made this a predominantly welcome experience.

The older insiders who remembered me from my initial visit in 2006 affection-
ately referred to me as ‘Madame Coulibaly’,9 (essentially, wife of Coulibaly), one of
the first men I met and who had since risen to vice-president of the organization.
Then as now, I suspected that the openness insiders showed me resulted from a
combination of the fact that I was American – and when asked to clarify, an
Americaine noire [black American] – and a woman who was purposely naı̈ve and
ingratiating to their cause. For a comedian charged with gathering a crowd before
the main afternoon speaker, however, he did his job at my expense. To entertain
the male spectators he used my physical appearance to set the stage, and the col-
lective racial and gendered colonial imagination filled in the rest. Thus for his act I
became not only a white woman,10 but a French woman.

To the audience’s delight and my growing alarm, every time I appeared during
his act he implicated me more centrally in his script. Even without me this script
had been overtly misogynistic: he carried a large black dildo to gesticulate some
story about penetrating a hapless yet desiring woman, perhaps the maid or mis-
tress, perhaps the repressed white bureaucrat at the French embassy. For the first
month or so of seeing me he threw the occasional offhand remark. But by the time I
ended my fieldwork at the Sorbonne I had become the main attraction: microphone
in one hand and dildo in the other, he would describe in detail how some lucky
protagonist plucked from the crowd had taken me around the corner and satisfied
me. Or he would congratulate my research assistant, a young Ivoirian man, on
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having picked up a correspondante on his adventure to Paris. Stroking the dildo and
smiling broadly, he said it was clear that I was happy in Abidjan. This comedian had
struck upon a precious opportunity: I will hazard that never before and never again
would he have the opportunity to humiliate what he had constructed to be a white
woman, and certainly not as part of a public act. My tenuous role as a researcher
(myself faced with a precious opportunity) ensured my silence. And his was a win-
ning act: the more sexually explicitly he spoke about me, the more the crowd erupted
in laughter and cheers. Just as I did my job to the best of my ability with the available
tools, so did he; my being in the audience was one of those tools.

In what I have just recounted, those aspects of my personhood that otherwise
cemented my relationships in the field were denied in lieu of a clichéd narrative of
black lust and white desire. Absent of his microphone this comedian made no
effort to approach me and had no interest in destroying his illusion of me as a
white French woman. While my assumed identity and the fantasized encounter it
entailed paralleled that of my opening anecdote, the particular nature of this
interaction was that it hinged on objectification and opposition. This reflected
another troubling tendency: peripheral men’s self-legitimation through assertions
of power over, if not enacting violence on, women. The comedian narrated dom-
inance and intended to humiliate. Ultimately he aimed to maintain distance
between me and the men frequenting the space. In other words, he located and
then fixed me in place, constructing an interaction whereby his power was con-
ditional upon taking mine away. It demonstrated yet another simultaneous reality
of power configurations on the African periphery: autochthonous angst and
postcolonial frustration.

Far from the fluid, timeless and spaceless borderland of shared experience, this
fantasy maintained unyielding categories. It showed that my welcome was tenuous
at best, and contingent upon what my subjects wanted me to be. But this exception
underscores the norm: unlike the rigid allocation of identities within a colonial order,
my race (diaspora/colour), class, gender and nationality were most often negotiated
within shifting hierarchies wherein both my subjects and I stood as archetypal bor-
derland figures. The borderland is a space not of being but of becoming and poten-
tiality was our most prominent characteristic. Within this shared space men most
often aimed to establish linkages, not distance. Thus, to close, I wish to review the
effects that my identity(/ies) had on my ethnographic encounter.

To repeat, black urbanism-as-borderland refers to both the experiential burden
of precarious life in the African informal city and a fantasized identification with
the African diaspora. I have established that the latter sanctions a masculine,
consumerist popular cultural identity – being through having. It offers hope pre-
cisely because of its intangibility as a fantasized elsewhere. In this fantasy the
borderland subject reflects the potential self, the alter ego. This black urban pro-
tagonist is coded male equally by virtue of his hyper-masculinity on the stage or the
field as by the consumption capabilities that render him visible. The likeness – by
way of a shared black urban experience – to the man from the African diaspora
whose power inheres from first-world privileges restores a sense of peripheral
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African masculinity. Their intersections/interactions with me, a woman from the
African diaspora, had positive and negative consequences for their experiential
burdens and fantasized identifications.

As an American, I opened a path beyond peripheral men’s temporal and spatial
borderland. My presence – and interest – in their lives affirmed them and provided a
much sought-after local visibility. For the duration ofmy fieldwork, I offered an abbre-
viated escape from the worlds they inhabited, providing resources to move about and
socialize in Abidjan with relative ease, and without sacrificing a meal or rent to do so.
My subjects entered places usually denied to them, awaking tendencies that, independ-
ently,were only imagined.Moreover, I was an outlet to amore permanent elsewhere. A
few hours into ameeting, conversations inevitably turned toward the good life that was
America,near-mythicalaccountsofdistant acquaintanceswhohad journeyedover, and
earnest inquiries into the ‘contacts’ I might have at the American embassy.

As a member of the African diaspora, while not one of them I was the next best
thing – or better. During an interview a respondent recalled his emergent con-
sciousness as a young boy watching African-American musicians perform and
recognizing that they were ‘black like me’. Another bragged of being mistaken
for an ‘Anglo’ because of his hip-hop attire. In seeking to stand apart from
other men by participating in local popular cultural scenes or creating a physical
persona, I also became an accessory, a rare and tangible commodity. Further, my
interest in their lives legitimated the identities they sought to embody for them-
selves and among their friends and acquaintances; my attention was de facto
acknowledgement of their worth. Finally, I was a source of information, a live
node through which to fact-check their mediated knowledge against reality.

As a métisse I could be white or black as the situation demanded. The first
question the president of an association of nationalists asked me was if I was
Americaine noire, and his satisfaction at my affirmative response seemed to indicate
that in that case my poking around was acceptable. Upon hearing la blanche! [the
white woman!] at the Sorbonne, my informant quickly qualified that I was both
American (to be a white American is better than being a white French woman) and
métisse – thereby doubly affirming that I was on their side, part of their struggle.
When my white American father visited however, this same informant deemed the
Sorbonne’s central speaking area off-limits. But he strutted with pride in his quar-
tier populaire when my visiting white American girlfriend and I met him for a drink,
and asked after her for months.

With mobile street vendors whom I frequently met in their neighbourhoods, the
prideful strut was familiar, as was hearing approving shout-outs to them and la
blanche to me. But they also accepted me unequivocally as a real-life artifact of
black America and everything it embodied, and treated me as an expert of all things
in black popular culture. In short, my race shifted by convenience. And while the
label ‘white’ fit, my métissage afforded an accessibility to these peripheral postco-
lonial men in a way that racial ‘purity’ would have not; despite the undisputed
distance between me and my subjects, our shared black urbanism indicated that I
was still in some way one of them.11
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And lastly, as a woman I figured into the emerging fantasy of accessing else-
where through a marriage visa, a gendered reversal of the mail-order bride.12 Men
shamelessly shared their desire to find a correspondante – if not me, any friend of
mine would do – for a potential partnership. However, the social and economic
opportunities of my citizenship also rendered me in charge so that I wore the pants,
not masculinizing me so much as threatening to emasculate them. I was a powerful
producer and consumer entitled with opportunities that existed only in their
imaginations. While my affiliation afforded them a modicum of these opportunities
and legitimated their cultural personas, they did not eradicate the embarrassing
fact that I did for them what they would have liked to have done for the women
they did not have.

Thus within our exchange remained the constant shadow of their exclusion.
My time with them was transient, as was the status my contact afforded; though
our exchange was to propel me onto greater things, their futures were riddled with
insecurity and uncertainty. Despite our shared black urbanism they were eternal
youths, unable to provide for me in the way that men elsewhere certainly could. All
things aside, I was still a woman and they were still men. Hence the question from
the boldest among them: would I ever marry an Ivoirian?

My closest informants were my research assistants Tino and MC.
Beyond paying them a small salary I helped them invaluably by storing their
music online, and producing and performing with them. Their rising local repute
nevertheless faded when I left Abidjan. Occasionally they still call me, asking
for money or just to recall the ‘good times’. Wistfully, perhaps a bit desperately,
Tino recently said to me over a poor connection, ‘Jordanna, life in Abidjan is very
hard.’
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Notes

1. These were their stage names, and how they were known among their friends.
2. I conducted my research in French and translations to English are my own. At times I

only provide my translation.

3. While certainly positioned within the field, as an object of desire I was artificially so and
thus generated different expectations than if I had been a ‘native’ woman. This difference
elucidated interactions that themselves revealed issues of gender and sexuality as they

related to other aspects of my identity (see also Winchatz, 2010: 352).
4. In his seminal anti-colonial text Black Skin, White Masks, known also for its heavily

masculinist perspective, Fanon (1967 [1952]: 54) argues that, beyond sex with a white
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woman as the ‘ritual of initiation into ‘‘authentic’’ manhood’ for black (in this case,
Antillean) men who have recently arrived into France, her reciprocated love signals a
profound acceptance and total recognition – recognition otherwise available only to

white men. He writes (1967 [1952]: 45): ‘By loving me, she proves to me that I am
worthy of a white love. . . .Between these white breasts that my wandering hands
fondle, white civilization and worthiness become mine.’

5. Reflecting this rate, in 2002 Abidjan’s informal economy employed roughly 75 per cent
of the working population (Union Économique et Monétaire Ouest-Africaine, 2001–2).
Since sustained political conflict prompted the closure of businesses and attracted

Ivoirians from the interior in search of stability and security, these numbers are certainly
higher.

6. See Osumare (2012) for a parallel in the form of ‘hiplife’ music in Ghana.
7. I will add that I would have been unable to conduct my research as I did had it not been

for the fact of severe unemployment. For my safety as well as for additional feedback, I
always visited my fieldsites with a man. These chaperones were available by virtue of the
fact that they had nothing else to do.

8. For a discussion of the Sorbonne see Matlon J (2014).
9. This is a pseudonym.
10. In The Predicament of Blackness, Pierre (2013: 77) discusses the multiple meanings of

obruni in Ghana, which is most often associated with the class and cultural standing of
whites. The term, however, also generally implies an outsider status, accumulated
through the cultural, economic and political capital of the West. This distinction garners
both respect and resentment (2013: 175).

11. Ampofo and Darkwah (2008) show that in Ghana, while both white and black foreign
women married to Ghanaian men are to an extent treated as outsiders, white women
have more space to negotiate their normative Ghanaian gender roles.

12. This phenomenon has begun to receive wide scholarly attention, at least from the angle
of the white woman as traveller. In Africa, see for example Jacobs (2010), Asante et al.
(2009), Kibicho (2009) and Ebron (1997).
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