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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 

Through the food lens: the politics of everyday life in urban Burkina Faso 

The subject of the thesis is the everyday life of several Muslim and one Christian 

family residing in different parts of Bobo-Dioulasso, the second largest town in 

Burkina Faso, situated in the south west, on the axis between Mali and Ivory Coast. 

Through ethnographic descriptions of food events I explore larger issues of 

everyday existence in urban West Africa. The joint use of `traditional' and `western' 

foods shows that the average Burkinabe shifts between several worlds in which s/he 

feels more or less comfortable. One is the home, where eating and other practices 

are traditional and safe, the other the outside world, where one is always at risk of 

the unknown. At the same time the outside world is a space invested with 

expectations, excitement and possibility of success. I explore the ways in which 

people negotiate between the `traditional' world, which they know and understand, 

and the `modern' ways of life, to which, while with hesitation and apprehension, 

they aspire. In order to understand people's everyday actions, I analyse their 

everyday lives, starting from the home life and everyday feeding practices, through 

celebrations and rituals, and their relationship with and ideas about the outside world 

through the media. Finally, I explore people's ideas about the future they aspire to, 

both for themselves and for their families. 
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Glossary of Jula and French words in the thesis 

baa (Jula) for big, large, great 

baarakedeen (Jula) maid, servant, literally meaning working child; these maids are 

usually young girls, sometimes as young as 8 or 10 years 

baga (Jula) gruel, mostly made of millet (rice gruel it is referred to as malo baga) 

balimamuso (Jula) a woman who takes on the role of a godmother and takes care of 

many elements of the wedding ceremony 

bamuso (Jula) mother 

banjii (Jula) palm wine, a popular alcoholic drink in the most southern areas of 

south west Burkina Faso 

baobab (French/English) a large tree found in Sub Saharan Africa, used for all of its 

parts, fruit eaten and the cones are then used as a rattle by children, leaves are used 

for cooking sauce and the bark is used for making rope. Because of its height it is 

also used to store dried grass and thus keeping it away from the grazing animals. It 

is also considered to be a tree of wisdom 
basi (Jula) couscous 

bissap (African French) sweet soft-drink made of boiled hibiscus flowers, sold 
frozen in small plastic bags by street vendors 
boubou (French) for large loose fitting outfit worn by both men and women, the 

male one similar to a caftan and the female one to a poncho with sides sewn together 

ce (Jula) man 

cinq heures (African French) small market found in every quarter of Bobo- 

Dioulasso, literally meaning five o'clock, which refers to the time of day (5PM) 

when it used to take place; the market sellers from the main market came to sell the 

leftover produce in the small residential area markets 

complet (African French) 6 yards of cloth, enough for a full female outfit, which 

consists of a top, skirt and a head scarf, also referred to as trois pagnes 

deenkuli (Jula) an animist or a Muslim name-giving ceremony or a christening of a 

child, literally meaning shaving of a child's head, which the way a name giving was 

preformed according to traditional religious beliefs 
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derekebaa (Jula) literally means big shirt (dereke - shirt , baa - big/large) see 

boubou, 

deuxieme bureau (African French) literally meaning second office, referring to a 

married man's (or woman's) lover 

dolo (Jula) millet beer 

donba (Jula) dance that accompanies the wedding celebration 

dooni (Jula) small, little 

dooni-dooni (Jula) so so 

dumuni (Jula) food 

dunan (Jula) stranger, foreigner 

eau de javel (French) bleach, used for killing the amoebas and germs in the water; 

used for washing lettuce and certain fruits, which are not peeled; in areas where it is 

used in water, some dishes, such as couscous, will have a distinct taste 

face (Jula) father (also used in a shortened version -fa) 
farafin (Jula) African, literally meaning dark/black skin 

farni (Jula) savoury doughnut 

fonio (Jula/French) an indigenous cereal, prepared mainly in a couscous style 

manner 

furaburu (Dula) leaves, greens, refers to leaves of a tree or any leafy plant that grows 

in Burkina Faso, herbal teas are also referred to in that way 

furusiri (Jula) engagement 

griot (French) see jell 

gwan (Jula) okra 

gwanmugu (Jula) dried okra powder 

haricot vert (French) string beans; the word is also used in Jula 

horonw (Jula/Banmana) `noble' class of people who were traditionally farmers; 

different from nyamakalaw, the cast of professionals 

jabajii (Jula) onion sauce 
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jell (JulaBanmana) griot/praise singer 

jelimuso (Jula) female praise singer 

jii (Jula) water 

juma (Jula) Friday 

konyoce (Jula) groom 

konyomuso (Jula) bride 

konyomuso datugu (Jula) the act of putting the bride into seclusion 

konyoya (Jula) wedding ceremony 

lemburujii (Jula) orange juice with a mixture of ginger, usually sold in plastic bags 

and often given to guests at weddings and name-giving ceremonies 

logo (Jula) market place (literally meaning wood -a market place used to always 

have wooden stalls) 

logobaa (Jula) the main market (le Grand Marche in French) 

malo zaamen (Jula) a rich and filling rice dish that is prepared especially during 

festivities, this is a Burkinabe version of a famous Senegalese dish called tiebou djen 

mobylette (French) moped, small motorbike, main means of transport in Burkina 

Faso 

muso (Jula) woman 

naan (Jula) for sauce (combined with the name of a vegetable it defines the type of 

sauce (e. g. furaburu naan, tigedige naan etc. ) 

naanjii (Jula) soup, literally meaning watery/liquid sauce 

naan songo (Jula) for the price of the sauce, this expression refers to the money that 

is spent on buying food for the daily meal; it means the sauce ingredients in 

particular 

nere (Jula/French) an indigenous tree (Latin name parkia biglobosa), grown for its 

fruit that consists of grains used for the production of sumbala 

nyamakalaw (Jula/Bamana) a special category of people among the Mande-speaking 

groups of West Africa, which consists of blacksmiths, potters, leatherworkers and 

praise singers 
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pagne (African French) for a piece of cloth used as a wrap around skirt, also 

meaning a piece of cloth of the required length (one pagne equals 2 yards), see also 

complet 

riz gras (African French) malo zaamen 

saraka (Jula) for sacrifice, usually referring to the ritual that takes place when 

someone died, but can mean any type of sacrifice 

selidaga (Jula) literally a prayer pot; a plastic teapot used for personal hygiene after 

using the toilet and for ablutions before Muslim prayer 

seliloon (Jula) religious holiday, literally meaning the day of prayer, it can be used 

for main religious holidays or just to refer to Friday, the day of the great Muslim 

prayer 

sinamuso (Jula) co-wife 

sirayiri (Jula) baobab 

situlu (Jula ) shea butter, produced out of shea fruit, which has large oily nuts, it 

used to be the main greasing ingredient in Burkinabe cooking, these days overtaken 

by ground nut or palm oil; shea butter is also used as body lotion and is these days a 

popular ingredient of facial and body creams in the West. 

situmu (Jula) caterpillars that feed themselves with shea tree leaves and are a 

culinary delicacy in the second part of the rainy season 

sumbala (Jula) a small ball of fermented grains of nere trees that is used as a 

spice/taste enhancing ingredient, these days replaced by various types of stock cubes 

sunguru (Jula) a young girl, an unmarried woman 

terimuso (Jula) female friend 

tieb dien (Wolof) Senegalese rice dish that inspired the Burkinabe dish malo zaamen 

tige (Jula) ground nuts (peanuts) 

tigedige (Jula) groundnut paste used in cooking (it resembles peanut butter, but it is 

more liquid 

tigedigenaan (Jula) groundnut sauce 

to (Jula) thick porridge- (or polenta-) like dish made of millet or maize flour, a staple 

dish in Burkina Faso 
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tubab, tubabu (Jula) white person, this term has rather unclear origins, possibly 

comes from an Arab term for the first colonial doctors that came to the area 
(tubabumuso and tubabuce, gender specific forms) 

zakäh - (Arab) giving alms, zakäh is one of the five pillars of Islam, which demands 

of all Muslims to give one fortieth of their income towards the wellbeing of the 

people in need and if one does not have an income, they should still be a giving and 

sharing person, who encourages others around them to give. 

woro (Jula) kola nut 

worotilan (Jula) a kola nut sharing ceremony, which marks the beginning of an 

engagement of a couple, also known as woroba and worofrtinin 
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Dramatis personae or a glossary of the main informants 

Les Bationo 

Mama a widow and head of the family 

Fanta Mama's first-born daughter; widow 

Mamou Mama's second daughter; divorced 

Fati F., Mama's third daughter; unmarried 

Amadou Mama's oldest son; married to Fati K. 

Fad K. Amadou's wife 

Tonton Mama's second son; unmarried 

Yacouba Mama's third son and Assetou's partner; deaf-mute 

Youssouf Mama's forth son; unmarried; deaf-mute 

Abdou Mama's youngest son, father of Kadi; unmarried 

Assetou Yacouba's partner; hearing-impaired 

Madina fostered cousin from Ivory Coast 

Celestine a daughter of Mama's deceased adopted son 

Ahmed Fanta's first son, father of one; unmarried 

Hadama a son of Mama's deceased adopted son; Celestine's half brother 

Ismael Hadama's brother and Celestine's half brother 

Bashir/Papa Assetou's and Yacouba's son 

Bakary Amadou and Fati's second son 

Souleymane Bakary's younger brother 

Kadi Abou's daughter 

Baarakedeen/Majuma family maid; deaf-mute 

Les Sanou 

Grandemama a widow and head of the family 

Dieudonne Grandemama's youngest son; unmarried 

Edwige Grandemama's granddaughter and Diedonne's niece; divorced 

Celestine Edwige's daughter 

Paul Edwige's son 
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Solange Dieudonne's niece; unmarried 

Arianne Grandemama's niece; unmarried 

Les Wattara 

Bintou my research assistant and friend; unmarried 

Les Toure 

Majuma head of the family 

Djeta Majuma's daughter and a mother of one 

Abou Bassinga school headmaster and representative of a Slovene NGO 

Ismael Sanon shop owner and dealer with African art 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

1.1 Fieldwork (and life) as a constant compromise or from half 

empty to half full and back again 

When I arrived to Burkina Faso in the second half of November 2000 to 

begin my fieldwork, it was my third visit to the country. I had previously travelled in 

this landlocked country in West Africa between December `97 and February '98 and 

then visited it again in March 1999. During these two trips I also visited Benin, 

Ghana, and Mali, but none of these countries impressed me as much as Burkina did. 

My second visit, which intentionally coincided with the Fespaco, a Pan African film 

festival, held biannually in the Burkinabe capital, Ouagadougou, was probably the 

decisive one in terms of my academic interest in West Africa. I really enjoyed the 

vibrant scene and the enthusiasm of the Burkinabe for culture. While I had already 

planned on doing a Ph. D., my first two visits to West Africa were more result of a 

travel bug than academic pursuits, and it was only then that I started seriously 

thinking about West Africa and more particularly Burkina as a possible area of 

anthropological fieldwork. I cannot pinpoint what it was about Burkina that made it 

seem like a perfect place for me in the first instance, but I can certainly remember 

that there was something very endearing about the country, starting from the fact 

that many of the towns, cities and even the country itself, had pet names, shortened 

versions of their real names. Burkina Faso is colloquially referred to as Burkina' 

(this is so frequently used that most atlases and dictionaries in the world list it 

incorrectly), the capital Ouagadougou is known as Ouaga, Bobo-Dioulasso as Bobo, 

Fada N'Gourma as Fada and so on. 

Choosing the town of Bobo-Dioulasso as my fieldwork site was a result of a 

set of coincidences and compromises. I first set foot in Bobo on January 1St, 1998. 

That day I got on the Ouagadougou-Abidjan train and after about 6 hours of the 

8 



most boring train journey, which I spent sitting alone in the first class compartment 

(because of my experience of train travel in Benin, I thought that the second class 

compartment would be too crowded and the difference in price negligible by 

western standards), I arrived at Bobo train station. It was dark and I was tired. I took 

a taxi to the hotel and the rest of the 3 days I spent in Bobo are more or less a blur. 

All I can remember is that I had a most delicious salade composee at the Restaurant 

Togolais opposite my hotel and that I felt very much like a tourist (which is what I 

technically was, despite my anthropological background), because I was constantly 

being followed by young men offering tourist guide services. Unlike Ouaga, where I 

stayed in a youth hostel that had a very friendly atmosphere and I felt almost like a 

local, getting food at the local market and preparing it at the hostel, Bobo and its 

setting seemed alien to me. In March of 1999, I briefly passed through the town 

again and all I can remember is a wonderful avocado sandwich I bought at a street 

stall. In fact it was so delicious that I had a second one. But it would be a lie if I 

claimed that I decided to come to Bobo to study family meals and commensality as a 

result of wonderful food I had eaten there on previous occasions. 

Once I had decided that I would do my research in West Africa, Burkina 

seemed like the obvious choice. I had already been familiarised with its 

infrastructure, so it seemed like the best place to go for practical reasons. The fact 

that I had previously visited the country, and found that the landscape in the south 

west was pleasantly green and its climate milder than the Sahel region that 

surrounded the capital and extended further to the north and east of the country, was 

one of the things that most influenced my choice. But probably the most important 

reason why I choose to do fieldwork in the south west of Burkina was Jula, 2 the 

lingua franca of the region. It seemed that in an area populated by many different 

ethnic groups, knowledge of a single language would make it possible to 

communicate with most people. 

But Jula is not only the region's lingua franca, it is also the language of a 

particular group of people, the Jula, whose identity has been the source of many 

debates. According to certain authors they are a professional group of people, 

1I will use many of the shortened versions of these names in my thesis, as it reflects the everyday use 
of the local population and therefore seems as the appropriate way for the purpose of my work. 
2 Jula is also known as Dioula or Dyula, but I choose to use the spelling that I was taught at the 
Sirayiri language school in Bobo, which is also the spelling that is nowadays used in Burkinabe 
literacy programmes and in local Jula publications. 
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according to others, like Robert Launay who has done extensive research among the 

Jula in Cöte d'Ivoire (Launay 1975,1982,1992), and also according to the Jula 

themselves, they are an ethnic group. 3 Having decided to follow Launay in believing 

that the Jula are an ethnic group, I thought that I could try and study the 

commensality4 among the Jula. I started reading about their history and soon 

realised that they are not as numerous as I had originally thought and that they 

nowadays live more or less mixed with the autochthonous population of the area and 

that their previously distinct neighbourhoods are beginning to merge with others. In 

the beginning this did not deter me from my plan and when I set out for fieldwork in 

November 2002 I intended to stay in Banfora, a town situated 80 kilometres south 

west of Bobo. I had acquired some contact addresses of people who knew the Jula 

population in this town and thought that they were going to lead me in the right 

direction. Bobo was going to be my base only for the four weeks during which I 

attended language classes at the Cabinet Sirayiri, a local language school for foreign 

aid workers, researchers and missionaries. 

But as things never go to plan, my stay in Bobo became longer than I 

intended. In the month of my language course I slowly started making friends with 

local people and inquired about their connections with Banfora, which I chose as my 

future base. Did they have relatives in Banfora who could help me find a place to 

stay? Did they know whether the Jula had a distinct neighbourhood in Banfora? Did 

they know any Jula in Banfora or in even here in Bobo? 

While I was asking all these questions I was getting acquainted with Bobo. 

Through the people I met at school and in the Internet centre where I used to go to 

communicate with my friends and family back home in Slovenia, I got to know 

more and more people and also familiarised myself with different parts of the town. 

A few days before my course ended I met Ana, a representative of a Slovene NGO, 

who arrived in the country about the same time as I did. She was going to Ghana for 

the New Year holidays and asked me to housesit for her and also said that I was 

3 My definition of ethnic group is a broad one and it follows from Seymour-Smith, who writes that it 
can "include social classes as well as racial or national minority groups in urban and industrial 
societies, and also [... ] distinguish cultural and social groupings among indigenous populations" 
(1986: 95). My Jula informants use the Jula term siya (usually translated as ethnic group) to describe 
themselves. For an extensive account of the debate about what it means to be Jula see Launay 1982 
and LeBlanc 1998. 
4 My interest in the study of commensality originated in the interest in the links between food and 
memory (see Sutton 1999, Lupton 1996), and the commensality of family meals seemed like the best 
venue for exploring those links. 
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welcome to stay with her while I was making a decision about moving to Banfora. I 

happily agreed and decided to wait until after the New Year to make my decision. 

As Ramadan that year fell only two days after Christmas, the townspeople 

were in full-blown preparations for the festivities and no one was particularly 

interested in helping me find a place in Banfora. Many of them said: `Why don'tyou 

stay in Bobo, there are Jula living in Bobo. Why don't you stay here, we will miss 

you if you move to Banfora. ' One woman in particular said that I could study the 

people in her compound, as they were `just as interesting as the Jula. '5 As I was 

attending the Christmas and Ramadan festivities, I was contemplating the idea of 

staying in Bobo for my fieldwork. I was getting to like the town and its people, but 

because I wrote in my research proposal that I was going to do fieldwork in Banfora, 

I felt that I needed to stick to the original plan, even though it no longer appealed to 

me. It took me about a month to realise that staying in Bobo would be a rather good 

idea and that I could most probably do my research here just as well as in Banfora. 

After all the name of the town, Bobo-Dioulasso, meaning the home of the Bobo and 

the Jula, should be an indication in itself that this was the place to be. 

Having made the decision to stay in Bobo, I tried to find a place to live. I 

was still staying with Ana and her children, in a house that they rented in a part of 

town called Le Petit Paris because of its numerous French expatriates' homes. 

While I enjoyed the luxury of a villa with a large garden and the fact that my room 

had a private shower, I was determined that I wanted to live in the old part of town, 

in one of the so-called quartiers populaires, with its dusty roads and `real Africans' 

living in every compound. I have always firmly believed that one needs to immerse 

oneself in the field, to live in a compound with one's informants, otherwise a great 

many things that might be relevant for one's research, will take place in one's 

absence. I feel that living in an isolated expatriate part of the town, I could easily 

forget my mission, which was to do research about the way of life of an average Jula 

person. It also seemed likely that in order to establish a `real' connection with one's 

informants, one should not be only visiting the people, but try to become one of 

them. It was therefore essential that I find a `true Jula family' that would be willing 

to host me. 

5I am not sure she really understood what she was getting herself into. As I will explain later, I tried 
to be as honest as possible about my work, but it was often difficult to explain the intricacies of 
anthropological research to people in the field. 
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Through the people I had met so far I tried to get contacts with the local Jula 

population. People were helpful, but everything was done at a very slow pace. Many 

of the appointments I made were cancelled because the contact person was away on 

family business at the agreed time. I visited several compounds that were extremely 

crowded and had no spare room and in some cases the intermediary suggested that 

the family should empty one of the rooms they were living in for me. I did not think 

that was acceptable, as I wanted to avoid a privileged position within the family, at 

least to the extent, to which it would be possible, since as a white visitor, one is 

never absolutely equal to the other members of the compound. In some cases, where 

there was a spare room, there was no electricity or the bathroom and toilets were too 

unclean for my standards. In many cases I was taken to what I believed to be a Jula 

compound, only to find out that only one person in the compound was a Jula and the 

rest representatives of several other ethnic groups. 

It soon proved impossible to find a Jula compound, where there was an 

empty room and where the cleanliness of the compounds was within acceptable 

standards, or somewhere close to those. 

Having realised that Bobo is ethnically extremely mixed and that these days 

Jula marry also outside their ethic group, 6 I decided it was time to find a reasonable 

sized compound of friendly people, who would be willing to have an anthropology 

student living with them and would not mind her poking her nose into their pots and 

pans. The only other serious criterion was religion, as I wanted to live with a 

Muslim family, since Islam is the main religion in Bobo. 

It was then that I jokingly suggested to Fati, the woman who had been 

helping me with the room inquiries for the past two months and who said on a 

previous occasion that I should study her family, that I could always move into the 

shed in her-family compound. `It just needs some fresh paint, a new roof and a 

door, ' I said half jokingly. The next day she said that her mother, the head of the 

compound, said that I could start with the renovations. I could not believe it. 

Without really thinking it through properly I said `yes. ' And so I started the work on 

my `shed-conversion'. But this is already a different story. 

6 According to Hagberg, this is a common, but rather new and not always appreciated occurrence 
among the people of Burkina Faso, as in the past "ideally, people married within their own ethnic 
group, but as common expression goes, `today the world has changed' " (1998: 45). 
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1.2. Theoretical frames: Being-in-the-field or discovering an 

anthropology that fits like a second skin 

The pages you have just read were meant as a way of setting the scene for a 

more or (more often than not) less serendipitous way of conducting fieldwork. This 

is a fieldwork with an "ad hoc methodology" (Jackson 1989: 2-3), a methodology 

that evolves during and through the process of being-in-the-field. It is also an 
introduction to an anthropologist that follows her nose and heart around in hope of 
finding people who are willing to put up with her presence. 

It is with these thoughts and in this state of mind that I wish to introduce 

some of the theoretical framework which has been guiding me since my days as an 

anthropological novice and which I still continue to practice. In the early days, as a 

student at the University of Ljubljana in Slovenia, I was constrained by the limited 

access to anthropological literature and had not realised that there was a world of 

anthropologists out there who were practicing the sort of anthropology that I have 

been secretly hoping for. As I was more inclined towards literature than science, and 
had never liked definitions and rules of Maths, Physics and other sciences, I was 
dreaming of an anthropology that was alive: it breathed and exuded life and did not 
define the world in set ways of structures and functions, of sections and subsections 

that covered every aspect of people's lives; as if attempting to create a magic 
formula that would, given the right substances, make it come to life like some kind 

of insect colony. It was only towards the end of my undergraduate degree, as I was 

reading Nigel Rapport's Transcendent Individual, that I had first realised that there 

were kindred spirits among anthropologists in the wider world. There were people 

out there who were not afraid to claim that "to define is to limit" (Wilde in Rapport 

1997: 3). As Michael Jackson puts it "lived experience overflows the boundaries of 

any one concept, any one person, or any one society" and we should focus our 

attention on the "unrepeatability of the events" (1989: 2). 

I wanted to practice the kind of anthropology that gives the reader the sense 

of being-in-the-field, anthropology that conveys the experience both of being a 
Nuer, an Azande, a farmer from Yorkshire Dales, a miller from Piedmont, and of 
being the ethnographer among the Nuer, the Azande, the farmers in the Yorkshire 

Dales or the millers in Piedmont. 
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This kind of anthropology is a reaction against the old-fashioned and rigid 

ways of structural functionalism and also against the set ways of Volkskunde, which 

often saw the need to collect the data of the way life used to be, trying to cover each 

and every aspect of human existence, with the idea that the best results are those that 

covered all questions listed in specially prepared field questionnaires. Network 

theory was an early example of this anti-structuralist anthropology, taking exception 

to the structural-functionalist idea of a society as something static (Boissevan and 

Mitchell 1973). Network analysis was interested in the "the concept of a man as an 

interacting social being capable of manipulating others as well as being manipulated 

by them" (ibid: VIII). Mitchell, one its main representatives, had always been 

"suspicious of closed-and static-system perspectives" and was more interested in the 

methodologies that focused on the "fluidity and flux of everyday life" (Kapferer 

2004: 357). Place and relationships of the individual actors that are linked in social 

networks are not ascribed but are achieved. 

Coming from the idea of world and society as something that is in constant 
flux and movement, this anthropology then finds refuge in the phenomenological 

movement and the way its writing has been used in anthropology. 7 The men and 

women, who according to social network analysts are interacting social beings, have 

their own unique ways of experiencing and understanding the world that surrounds 

them, the world in which they are engaged through their everyday life. And it is this 

very experience of the individual that is at the heart of phenomenological approach. 

As Merleau-Ponty wrote: "To be born is both to be born of the world and to be born 

in the world. The world is already constituted, but also never completely constituted, 

in the first place we are acted upon, in the second place we are open to an infinite 

number of possibilities. " (1962: 453) 

Through the introduction of concepts such as "lived experience" and the 

"quotidian world" (Jackson 1989: 2), and "the practice of everyday life" (Certeau 

1984) anthropologists have recognised that "everyday practices are complex" and 

that "they demand a multidimensional approach to ethnography" (Stoller 1997: 41- 

2). I would suggest that there is no ideal or final way of ethnographic writing that 

would convey the multifacetedness of the everyday experience being-in-the-world, 

7 According to Kapferer it was Mitchell's career that bridged the "transition from a functionalist and 
modernist social science into post-structuralist post-modernity" (2003: 357). 
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but the humanistic nature of the phenomenological approach comes, in my view, 

closest to the ideal. 

In terms of fieldwork practice, the only way of achieving this sense of `lived 

experience' of both the people and the ethnographer is through immersing oneself 

into the field and not forcing the questions onto the people. The way of doing this is 

through what Stoller calls `tasteful fieldwork. ' In order to convey the meaning of 

this concept, it is worth quoting the definition at length: 

"In tasteful fieldwork, anthropologist would not only investigate kinship, exchange, 

and symbolism, but also describe with literary vividness the smells, tastes, and 

textures of the land, the people, and the food. Rather than looking for deep-seated 

hidden truth, the tasteful fieldworker understands, following Foucault, "that the 

deep hidden meaning, the unreachable heights of truth, the murky interiors of 

consciousness are all shams. " From the sensual tasteful vantage, the fieldworker 

investigates the life stories of individual Songhay, Nuer, or Trobrianders as opposed 

to totalized investigations of the Songhay, the Nuer, or the Trobriander. This 

recording of the complexities of the individual social experience lends texture to the 

landscape of the fieldworker's notes. In this way, seemingly insignificant incidents 

as being served bad sauce become as important as sitting with a nameless informant 

and recording genealogies - data - that eventually become components in a system 

of kinship. In this way ethnographic research creates voice, authority, and an aura 

of authenticity" (1989: 29). 

In this spirit, a tasteful ethnographer also respects the local ways in which 

those who ask too many questions are regarded as both suspicious and impolite 

(Roth 1999). Just like a little girl who is learning to prepare to by observing the 

older women in the compound during months or even years of more and less 

successful attempts, the ethnographer must learn about being Nuer, Azande or Jula, 

by participating in their quotidian world with all her/his senses and with her/his 

body and mind. For a young female ethnographer in Burkina Faso this means to 

cook and eat and wash her clothes, clean her room, and be controlled and scolded by 

anyone older, both male and female in the compound and outside. It is to cry and 

laugh, love and hate with the people you are trying to understand, it is to let their 

world permeate every part of your existence. As Stoller suggests, following 

Seremetakis's work, "embodiment is not primarily textual" and the human body (in 

this case my body and that of the other people in my Bobolese compounds), is 

"consumed by a world filled with smells, textures, sights, sounds and tastes, all of 
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which spark cultural memories"(1997: 85). Asking too many or the wrong kind of 

questions can lead the ethnographer off the right path into a quest for the impossible, 

for the above-mentioned `unreachable truth. ' 

In this way, the ethnography itself must follow the rules of `proper 

behaviour, ' of what I would call ethnographic etiquette according to which the 

researcher allows her/his subjects to speak freely and only introduces his/her own 

words when the pause in the informant's narrative allows for such an intermezzo. 

The rest of the time and space is given to informants to use in a way that suits them. 

The ethnographer is allowed to act as a non-intrusive creative director/chef, who 

uses the given material/ingredients, without changing their meaning, only to add 

some extra flavour, not to change the actual substance of the dish. 8 The ethnographer 

thus only contextualises the words of her/his informants within the existing corpus 

of anthropological knowledge. 

One of the main inspirations for such an anthropological endeavour is the 

work of Lila Abu-Lughod. Lughod's idea of "writing against culture, working 

against generalization" (1993: 13) epitomises also the idea of what Stoller later calls 

"sensuous scholarship" (1997), as it allows the ethnographer and the reader to be 

humble before both his/her own lived experience and that of the people whose lives 

are being `examined. ' 

One of the most important consequences of such an anthropological 

approach is an anti-generalisation stance. 9 With this in mind I would wish to avoid, 

as much as possible, generalisations of the experiences of the people I am about to 

introduce to you. The narratives and field accounts that follow should provide their 

own image, they should speak for themselves. As Abu-Lughod writes: 

"the refusal to generalize would highlight the constructed quality of that `typicality' so 

regularly produced in conventional social scientific accounts. Second, description of 

the actual circumstances and histories of the individuals and their relationships would 

suggest that such particulars, which are always present [... ], are also always crucial to 

the constitution of experience. Third, reconstructions of people's arguments about, 

justifications for, and interpretations of what they and others are doing, would allow 

clearer understanding of how social life proceeds. It would show that, within limited 

8 Appadurai suggests that "the ethnographic text is more or less creative imposition of order on the 
many conversations that lie at the heart of fieldwork" (1988: 16). 
9 For a more detailed anthropological debate on generalisation in anthropology, see Ingold 1996. 
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discourses [... ], people strategize, feel pain, contest interpretations of what is 

happening - in short, live their lives. " 

She follows on by saying that: 

`By focusing closely on particular individuals and their changing relationships, one 

could also subvert the most problematic connotations of `culture': homogeneity, 

coherence, and timelessness. [... ] Individuals are confronted with choices; they struggle 

with others, make conflicting statements, argue about points of view on the same 

events, undergo ups and downs in various relationships and changes in their 

circumstances and desires, face new pressures and fail to predict what will happen to 

them or those around them" (1993: 13-14). 

Rapport suggests that the practice of humanism in anthropology allows us to 

get away from the constraints of "essentialism such as `culture', `society', 

`community' [... ]" (Rapport 2003: 19). Of course in the present case the constraints 

not only lie in essentialisms, but also in anthropology as an academic discipline and 

the genre of a doctoral thesis, which do not grant me the freedom of great 

experimentation within this text. I need to conform to certain rules and because of 

these rules, it is only in the final chapter of the thesis that I take the liberty of 
individual histories doing the speaking, whereas in the rest of the chapters I try and 

explore the accounts of everyday life through the study of what Certeau called the 

"arts de faire" or "ways of doing" (1984). I should acknowledge my intellectual 

indebtedness to Certeau and his collaborators Giard and Mayol, for establishing the 

study of everyday life as a valid academic subject. As Giard writes, Certeau was 

interested in "ways of doing (walking the streets, shopping, cooking, decorating 

one's home or one's car, talking to one's neighbours)" (2003: 2). His goal was to 

make "everyday practices, "ways of operating" or doing things, no longer appear as 

merely the obscure background of social activity" (1984: xi). It is these formerly 

obscure backgrounds that I wanted to explore in my research in Burkina Faso. 

If because of the above mentioned academic constraints one needs to include 

a healthy dose of general(-izing) statements in one's thesis, let me say that despite 

great admiration and support for the anti-generalization camp (Abu-Lughod 1993, 

Rapport 2003), I am suggesting that it sometimes cannot be avoided and is a sort of 

necessary evil and, occasionally, it can even prove useful. Particularly when it is the 

informants who use generalisations in their statements to the ethnographer, this can 

become a revealing source of information. What is the informant trying to convey to 

us by generalising? Is it to give validity to their claims, or to avoid further 
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interrogation? In either case use of generalisation by the informant can be helpful in 

exposing the problems in the "superficiality of the general statement" (Cohen 

1996: 30). 

Following from that, in this thesis it is my intention to explore the different 

`ways of doing' of the individuals and families I write about. I am interested in how 

they go about dealing with what may seem banal everyday activities, which however 

reveal a lot about their individual and group beliefs and world-views. What interests 

me is the nature of what my informants say and do and how we can understand their 

actions. Are they actually all talking about the same things, but using a different 

idiom or is it the converse (cf. Rapport 1997)? I am using these individuals and my 

observation of their actions, their ways of doing and being, as a stepping-stone to the 

"potentialities of Everyperson" (Rapport 2003: 16). However in order to conform to 

the norm, I also need to put their experiences into a wider context of existing 

ethnography of West Africa and of general anthropological theory. It is in those 

cases that I use some generalizing statements, but hopefully only as a last resort and 

not as a means of avoiding the particularity of the individual experience. 

1.2.1. The everyday practice of cooking 

In the spirit of following Certeau and his mission to study everyday practices, I had 

set out to the field to study the practice of cooking and eating. Food had been my 

main interest since my undergraduate years and I had carried out fieldwork on the 

subject both in Slovenia and in Croatia. I had been particularly fascinated by the 

subject of food nostalgia (Sutton 2001, Lupton 1996) and was hoping to carry out 

similar research in Bobo. Africa seemed as a perfect setting for doing food research, 

since some of the most influential studies in anthropology of food were carried out 

there (Richards 1932,1937,1939, Richards and Widdowson 1936, Fortes 1936, 

Goody 1982). While I had originally planned to look at food related memories and 

commensality, I had realised already in the pre-fieldwork period, that it might prove 

impossible, as I could find no evidence of there being much in the sense of food 

memories in the existing anthropological literature about the area, and about Africa 

in general. Some anthropologists specialising in West Africa, some specialising in 

food studies, had told me that the idea of studying family meals and eating together 
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in Burkina Faso was ridiculous since as one of them told me, there was no such 

thing as a family meal in Africa. While I would care to argue that this depends both 

on one's definition of family and of commensality, I took the information on board 

and prepared myself for the worst and decided, in addition to my original topic, to 

study the way people speak about food, whether consumed within or outside the 

family. Since I did not want to turn into an `annoying' anthropologist who just hangs 

around and hangs on the informants every word, I decided that the best way of 

pursuing this topic was to participate in the preparation of the `daily meal' and thus 

give people `something to talk about. ' 

I thus came to the field and explained to people whom I had met that I was 
interested in the cooking of Burkinabe dishes and would like to learn about their 

preparation. I had told them that I was collecting the recipes and trying to learn 

everything else relating to food, from purchasing, preparation to consumption. 
While I found out that family meals exist in Bobo, memories of family meals 

were not discussed, at least not when I was present. To add to my troubles, the 

Burkinabe everyday diet is not very varied and I soon tired of following the 

preparation of the same dish over and over again. As I sat diligently with the n-th 
informant preparing riz sauce, sticking it out for the cause of anthropology, I 

decided that since the conversation around the hearth had nothing to do with food, 

maybe it was time to change the focus of my study. I decided that I would let the 

conversations around the steaming pots guide me towards the topics that I could 

possibly look further into. It seemed that most of the conversations related to the 

struggle of everyday life and the compromises that one has to make in order to live 

one's life in the least difficult way. Thus eating and cooking was no longer the 

central topic of my research. Instead it became a research method, a medium that 

allowed me to explore other important issues of everyday urban existence. The 

thesis therefore has two read threads instead of one. The first one exists in the form 

of `food events' a term I use to describe all moments of everyday life that take place 

around or because of food preparation and/or consumption. These `food events' are 

helping in the setting of the scene and they provide the venue to explore the second 

red thread, which is the experience of the real and ideal world, through which my 

informants persevere by sheer force of human resilience (Jackson 2004). I shall now 

look at the ways one can approach the subject of what I decided to call `the struggle 

between the ideal and real world. ' 
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1.2.2 The ideal and the not-so-ideal (real) world 

So far I have written about the ways of finding my feet in the field and the 

compromises of field research in Africa and of anthropological endeavour in 

general. I now want to move to the compromises that are part of the everyday 

existence of the inhabitants of Bobo-Dioulasso and the ways in which they deal with 

them. 

This section also represents an initial glimpse into the analytical concepts 

that I want to introduce in the thesis. These concepts are the result of the analysis of 

my field data and allow for what I see as the best possible way for understanding the 

material. Because they are best understood if considered parallel to the ethnography, 

I shall here introduce them in a broader way, linking them to other similar analytic 

approaches, but shall return to draw on them regularly within the main part of the 

thesis. 

Every society has an idea of the way things should be. 1° It has an idea of the 

way the ideal society functions and how individual members of this society should 

behave in order for the society to function the best way possible. Every person 

within the society also has a picture of what ideal life should be like and this picture 

does not always comply with the picture of the society as a whole. Leach speaks 

about the "conceptual models of society" versus the `real society, " and how unlike 

the former, the latter can never be in equilibrium. He suggests that while the system 

has one certain idea of the way power is and should be distributed within the society, 

the members of the society have views about this that are often "contradictory and 

inconsistent" (1993[1954]: 4). Because of this discrepancy in the ideal picture and 

because things never work exactly according to plans and preconceived ideas of 

perfection, societies create rules which prevent people from straying too far from the 

desired behaviour. However even these rules can be seen as ambiguous and are open 

to a great many interpretations by the individuals living under these rules (Leach 

1977: 20). 

Within the Muslim community of Burkina Faso and within all Burkinabe 

society, there are certain rules that are written in the constitution and the legal code, 
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and also in the Koran. More importantly there are hundreds, probably thousands, of 

unwritten rules, which are referred to as `the tradition, ' and these rules play a much 

greater role in the everyday life of an average inhabitant of Bobo-Dioulasso. The 

tradition can be called African, Burkinabe, Muslim or Jula, Gurunsi etc. by the local 

people, however most of the time the content will not vary a great deal. Tradition is 

usually drawn upon by people who want to defend a certain type of behaviour that 

may seem odd or unreasonable to a foreign observer (e. g. anthropologist, aid worker 

etc. ) or to a member of the community who is behaving in an inappropriate manner. 

When questioned about a particular line of discourse, or a way of doing something, 

my informants would often tell me "it is the African way. " And by saying that, the 

discussion seemed to be over. There was no room for a new argument to be 

introduced. It was as if there was an absolute authority in doing things `the African 

way'. Beyond condemnation, beyond any sort of criticism, it just was. It was not 

appropriate to question further. 

However, `the African way' changes from day to day, from one activity to 

another, from one interlocutor to another. In our conversations my informants could 

refer to themselves as Africans, since the most obvious difference between us was 

that I was white-skinned and not African and they were black-skinned and African. 

The same practice, referred to as African in conversation with me, could in the next 

instance be referred to as Muslim or, Gourounsi or Burkinabe, depending on the 

`identity' of the interlocutor. `The African way' takes many shapes and forms and it 

is consistent in its inconsistency and contradiction. 
When I tried to understand the way of the Africans and the way it was 

changing, traditional anthropological thinking failed me miserably. While trying to 

analyse the patterns of family meals and eating practices in general, I thought back 

to M. and S. L. Fortes's seminal article on food among the Tallensi, where 

everything seemed to follow a set pattern, there were no aberrations, everything ran 

according to plan. When I looked at weddings and married life I again stumbled 

upon a problem. If it is the African tradition for a woman to marry young and for her 

to stay at home while her husband is working, and for children to be born to a 

married couple, why are there so many single women in their late twenties and 

thirties? Why do so many of them have children out of wedlock? Why do so many 

women work to make a living while their husbands are sitting at home doing 

10 1 take society to be a "specific group of people living together" (Viveiros de Castro 2002). 
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nothing? What happened to the rules of the tradition? What happened to the African 

way of doing things? 

The only way I could explain it to myself was through what I call the ideal 

and the real world. By `ideal world' I mean the world the way people would like it 

to be under ideal circumstances. It is important to recognise too, that there is more 

than one ideal world. This ideal world is possibly similar to Leach's `conceptual 

model of society', which I discussed above, but I believe that this model differs, 

within one society, from one group of people to the other. In the case of Bobo- 

Dioulasso, the Muslim elders have a particular vision of the ideal world, whereas the 

younger people's interpretation of the ideal world is quite different. The real world 
is of course only a very distant approximation of both these ideal worlds. And 

people are in constant struggle to change things around, to fit their individual needs 

within the big picture in a way that best suits them, but also at the same time keep 

others around them happy enough not to interfere too much. It is important to 

recognise the great pressure of other people's opinion in Burkina Faso and the 

constraints that its existence puts on the individual. 

The concept of the real and ideal worlds and the inconsistency of beliefs and 

views is many ways close to the concept of worldviews, which is used, among 

others, by authors like Rapport (1993,1997,2003) and Jackson (1989,1996,1998). 

Rapport writes that: "Individuals are in possession of a diversity of worldviews, find 

themselves acting in a shifting mosaic of realities, and produce interpretations of 

environing conditions which are multiple and transitory. This makes both the self 

and the world something never finished or brought to a close; self and world are 

always in the making" (2003: 68). 

Apart from the above mentioned authors, the closest I came to finding 

parallels to my Burkinabe data in anthropological literature was in the work of 
Marie-Nathalie LeBlanc, who writes about the Muslims of Malian origin in Bouake 

in Cote D'Ivoire. Her work is helpful to my analysis as it suggests that there is a 

need to separate "practice from beliefs, or day-to-day life from conceptions of what 
day-today life should consist of" (LeBlanc 1998: 25). Similar to my findings, 

LeBlanc suggests that in the context of Bouake "a number of identity referents are 

produced, often in contradiction to one another"(ibid). She suggests that the 
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anthropologist, who is faced with such a situation, should attempt to analyse how 

these contradictory beliefs are negotiated by the individuals in the field. 

I would suggest that while this is certainly important, it is even more 

important to acknowledge, despite the "illusion of wholeness" (Ewing 1990), the 

actual existence of contradictions and inconsistencies and to question the work of 

the anthropologists and other writers about West Africa who have failed to 

acknowledge the multiplicity of worldviews among single societies in the region and 
have attempted to present them as examples of unity of practice and beliefs. While 

there are today many anthropologists writing about the region who acknowledge the 

complexity of `the African way' (Piot 1999, LeBlanc 1998, Stoller 1989,1999, 

Jackson 1986,1998, Brand 2001, Amselle 1998, Ferguson 1999, Rathbone 2002), 

there are in more popular lines of writing still people who attempt to paint the 

picture of an African unity. As I have a deep interest in cooking and eating practices 

in West Africa, I am particularly offended by so-called food-historians and cookery 

writers who suggest that there is such a thing as `traditional African cuisine, ' which, 

if we were to believe their words, had not changed since the times before 

colonisation (and not just the Western, but also the Islamic one). These people write 

as if Africans lived in a vacuum, with no notion of space or time, and they keep 

coming back to the term `authenticity' (see Villiers and Delaroziere 1995, Smith 

1998). 

While this may not be the main purpose of anthropological writing, I do 

believe we have an obligation to inform non-academic audiences about the realities 

of the ways of being and doing of the people we are working with. It may not do 

great favours for the tourism industry with its quest for the `authentic experience' if 

we were speak openly about the fact that what appears as tradition is in fact 

modernity (Piot 1999: 1), but it would certainly be the honest version of what we 
discover in the field. 

1.2.3 The not-so-traditional Africa: on modernity and postcolony in Africa 

As I have suggested above in the past 15 years anthropologists and other Africanists, 

have started writing more actively against the popular discourse outside Africa, 

which still claims "that Africans are all much the same" (Rathbone 2002: 18). 
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Rathbone writes that this type of essentialising reasoning can be found both in 

liberal and in "white racist or Afrocentric thinking and writing. These may be 

ignorant ideas but they are also pervasive" (ibid). It is exactly this kind of thinking 

that one encounters in the above mentioned popular books on African traditional 

cooking and other practices. 

But as those who have carried out fieldwork in Africa and those who have 

read recent studies that were written about the continent know, Africa is neither a 
homogenous place, nor is it stuck in the past, in the state of backwardness that much 

of the popular discourse would like us to believe. In the Invention of Africa 

Mudimbe writes exactly against this kind of oversimplification of Africa (1988). 

However, one should note that some of the simplifications have found their way into 

the everyday discourse in many parts of Africa and local people make references to 

the dichotomies that the anthropologists have, since a while, been struggling to 

avoid in their work. In his work on witchcraft in Cameroon, Peter Geschiere, 

suggests that there are indigenous terms that are better at describing the discussed 

issues than the term sorcery, but since the local discourse has adopted the terms that 

first came in to use in the colonial times, it is a sort of an obligation on the part of 

contemporary scholars to use them, in order to acknowledge this appropriation of 
discourse. A he puts it "[s]ocial scientists cannot permit themselves to withdraw into 

a purist isolation" (1997: 14). Similarly van Binsbergen suggests that while "the 

dichotomy of town and village has lost much its explanatory value [... ] in the hands 

of the analysts [it] remains relevant in so far as it informs African actors' 

conceptualisation of their life-world and their social experience" (1999: 283-4). 

The dichotomy between tradition and modernity is another one that has been 

used both by analysts and in the local discourse. Tradition has often been used by 

those in power as the source of legitimisation of certain practices. As Ranger pointed 

out in his seminal piece on The Invention of Tradition in Colonial Africa "codified 

and reified custom was manipulated by such vested interests as a means of asserting 

or increasing control" (1997: 607). 

With the intention to write against the image of the `traditional African' 

Charles Not has argued successfully that in West Africa people "have long been 

globalized" and they are "better conceptualized as existing within modernity" 
(1999: 1). Of course one also needs to define the concept of modernity. Modernity is 

usually linked with the rise of capitalism and industrialisation in Western Europe 
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and with all the cultural, political and ideological features that `distinguished' the 

Western World from the rest, the more traditional parts of the world (Plot 1999: 179, 

Spencer 2002: 378). In this way `being modern" equals "belonging to contemporary 

Western civilisation" (Hubinger in Herzfeld 2001: 83). Featherstone suggests that 

modernity was seen as "a quality modern life" which introduced a "break with 

tradition" (1991: 4). As Lien has pointed out "a concept of modernity necessarily 

implies an idea of that which is not modern"(1997: 3). Modem world is often posed 

in opposition to the traditional, following the "orientalist dichotomy of `the West' 

and `the rest"'(ibid). In writing that the Kabre of Northern Togo are "globalized, " 

Piot writes with an intention similar to mine, as he suggests that he is joining other 

scholars of Africa, "whose work seeks to unsettle the orientalizing binarism -and 

conceit- that associates Europe with "modernity" and Africa with " tradition" and 

has long informed scholarship about Africa and other places non-Western" (Plot 

1999: 1-2). These scholars, among whom the more prominent are certainly 

Commaroff and Comaroff, speak of modernities in plural, as there are many of them 

and each has been shaped and evolved in the processes of encounters between the 

people in West Africa and the `visitors' from Europe and other parts of the world 

(Piot 1999, Comaroff & Comaroff 1993). 

While initially anthropologists were probably just as guilty in perpetuating 

the discourse of tradition and modernity as mutually exclusive, they have moved 

away from this essentialising dualism. Anthropology is now able to show that 

tradition and modernity coexist in every part of the world and that people are 

generally traditional and modern at the same time and that modernity is not static, 

but is filled with change, unpredictability and movement (Lash & Friedman 1992: 1, 

Eriksen 2001: 259, Argyrou 1996, Herzfeld 2001, Lien 1997, Not 1999, Comaroff 

& Comaroff 1993). 

Similarly to modernity, it had to be acknowledged that, as Mbembe pointed 

out the postcolony is not "determined by a single organizing principle" (1992: 5). 

According to him the postcolony is "a plurality of `spheres' and arenas, each having 

its own separate logic, " which then needs to engage with other types of logic in 

order to operate in certain situations. The strategies of the individual therefore need 

to be multiple" and always ready to change, adapt and improvise (ibid). 

11 For more one the multiplicity of postcolonial strategies of the African individuals and community, 
see particularly Werbner & Ranger 1996, but also Werbner 1998, Werbner 2002 and Geschiere 1997. 
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This bargaining and improvising postcolonial `subject' (ibid) is the very one 

I am writing about (and for) in my thesis. It is these very people, who are caught in 

the balancing act of the practice and politics of everyday life, negotiating the 

constraints of the ideal and the real world. 

1.2.4 The technicalities of ethnographic practice or how (not) to do fieldwork in 

Burkina Faso and elsewhere 

The advice to an anthropologist who is setting out for an extensive period of 

fieldwork is always limited. It seems that despite the fact that the discipline is 

getting older (and perhaps also more mature) and anthropologists have been doing 

fieldwork on and off for about a hundred years now, there is still no set of rules or 

universal guidelines available for a fieldwork novice. I shall not dwell on what may 

be seen by some as a positive aspect of the discipline and by others as a negative 

one, but I do wish to address the fact that the sheer number of fieldwork accounts 

published bears witness to the particularity of this experience. It also suggests that 

the ethnographers feel the need to address the initial anxieties and problems that they 

faced during fieldwork, both as novices and later as more experienced fieldworkers. 

Upon my return from the field I took some time before I could face my data 

and start writing up. During this period I found refuge in reading autobiographical 

fieldwork accounts and realised, with great relief, that they too had experienced a 

sense of being lost, helpless, of doing everything exactly `the wrong way, ' while not 

really knowing what the right way was, if there ever was such a thing. 

The only real advice I was given before starting fieldwork was that I should 

`write down everything, not take anything for granted. ' With this in mind, and with 

some brief experience of fieldwork in Slovenia and Croatia, I set out to Burkina in 

November 2000. As I have already suggested, I am a firm believer in participant 

observation, however I also believe that the informants should be given a choice of 

participating in my study, or allowing me to participate in their everyday lives. As 

Okely suggested, "there are choices to be made in the field, within 

relationships"(1992: 24). Fieldwork is a "participatory experience" (ibid: 3) and the 

participants on both sides need to be given a choice. As I arrived in the field and 

started with my initial investigations about everyday eating practices, certain people 
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were more willing to interact with me than other. I decided not to push the issue 

with those who found my questions intrusive, or with those who openly asked to be 

paid for their co-operation. 12 

By the end of the fieldwork, which altogether lasted just over 18 months, 13 1 

had collected large amount of data, mostly based on participant observation, all of 

which I wrote down in a notebook every night before sleep, and I also carried out 

nine14 (taped) interviews on food-related memories and experiences with some of 

the key informants. These interviews were meant to help me analyse the data that 

was collected through participant observation. I carried out lengthy discussions 

about religion, with special focus on Islam, with one man and recorded a life history 

of one woman. I chose not to interview other people as, from certain individuals' 

reactions, I felt that taping an interview in what may seem to them a rather official 
fashion may put some of these people off from interacting with me freely in the 

future. 

While I had come to the field with a fair amount of preconceived ideas about 
how one should do fieldwork, I ended up practising what could only be called an `ad 

hoc' methodology, where I followed my nose and my informants around on their 

daily errands and basically did the things they allowed me to do. One could suggest 

that I was shadowing my informants in whatever they were doing. If they were 

sitting and chatting, I would sit and chat with them, if they went to a wedding and 
danced in a circle, I danced in a circle myself, if they sat and watched TV, I sat 

along and watched. I learned to behave in a way that was considered appropriate for 

a woman my age by following the comments of the adult women around me. They 

had no problem telling me off if my dress was too short or too transparent. They 

scolded me if I slept late in the morning or took my showers too quickly. My way of 

speaking Jula and French was corrected and I was told that many of the places I 

liked to visit in the town were bad and dangerous. There are certain ways of 

12 I must admit that the dilemma of whether one should pay the informants is one that I am still 
struggling with. During my time in Bobo I have given many gifts to my host family and to many 
other people I had worked with, but I chose not to give people money as a payment for an interview 
or for allowing me to participate in their daily food preparations. I have discussed this issue with 
many anthropologists working in Africa and elsewhere and have come to a conclusion that each 
researcher follows their own policy when it comes to expressions of gratitude and payment to the 
informants. 
13 I arrived to the field in November 2000 and stayed until September 2001, when I went home to 
Slovenia for a month and then returned a month later. I then stayed until the end of February 2002, 
when I had to leave the country because of a serious illness. I returned for a period of two months in 
June 2002 and then again for a5 week period in May 2003. 
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conducting oneself that are more local then others, and the ethnographer needs to 

listen to the informants carefully and then try and emulate the proper way (Rapport 

2001: 20). 

An interesting issue of doing fieldwork is of course the way the ethnographer 

explains to the people what she or he is doing. I was determined to make sure that 

every person should have at least a vague idea of what my presence in his or her 

home was about. Despite my attempts to explain the basic elements of 

anthropological research, at the end of my stay there were still people who could not 

understand what I was doing there. Many of them could not care less about my 

presence, they saw me as a friend of this or that person, as someone who was really 

fond of Burkina and Bobo and kept coming back to live there. I was often 

someone's tubabumuso (white woman) or terimuso (female friend). Because some 

people mistook me for a wealthy expatriate, my assistant Bintou sometimes tried to 

explain to the people that I was a student and therefore poor, so that the expectations 

of the people would lessen, but even she herself was sometimes unsure of what I did 

when I went back home and when she would finally be able to reap the seeds of her 

friendship with me. 15 

The difficulties with explaining one's presence in the field are rather 

common among fieldworkers. As Rabinow wrote the relationship between the 

ethnographer and the fieldworker is not one of equality, since "the informant has 

only the foggiest notion of what this strange foreigner is really after"(1997: 47). The 

foggiest idea in my case was probably the notion that I was interested in African 

food and wanted to learn how to prepare to. However they found it strange that this 

seemingly intelligent young woman continued to observe the preparation of the 

same dish over and over again. Did she still not know how we make tigedigenaan? 

Which part did she not understand? 
The people in my host family were aware that I was interested in food 

practices and that I originally came to study the Jula. When I could not find a Jula 

compound to live in and moved in with the Bationo family, who were in their own 

words `just as interesting as the Ala, ' some people in the compound still expected 

me to leave for work every morning. It was interesting how they `forgot' the nature 

of my presence in their compound. The same people would at other times be almost 

14 1 interviewed 5 women and 4 men. 
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upset if I spent the day in some other compound and did not keep them company 

during their daily activities. Some of my informants sometimes chose to tell me that 

I should go to a particular place for a wedding or a child-naming ceremony, as the 

people who were celebrating, were of a different ethnic group and it would give me 

the chance to get acquainted with their customs. Sometimes they told me to make a 

note of what they were saying, to write things down and at other times they 

complained that all I did was write things down. It was certainly not easy to please 

everyone at all times. 

1.2.4.1 The ethics of anthropological research and consequences of writing 

about informants' lives 

For reasons of protecting informants' privacy, and also the privacy of myself 

as a researcher, I have changed people's names (some with a name they have chosen 

themselves, others with those of my own choice) and the names of the 

neighbourhood they live in. While not all of my informants have specified that they 

wished to remain anonymous or have their names changed, it would, in such a close- 

knit community like Bobo, be impossible to protect the privacy of certain 

individuals in the study and not others. I have therefore chosen to change all the 

names. Some of the narratives I present in the text are also a composite of several 

events or accounts of several individuals. It is therefore important to see that while 

all ethnographic accounts are based on the events (or interviews) that took place 

during my research, I wish to maintain that there is an element of poetic licence in 

my construction of these people, but that such a construction bears no evil 

intentions. While I am not certain that this is the correct way, it is the way that most 

suited the research material that I had collected and the experience I had in the field. 

Rapport suggests after Barnes that "there is no immaculate praxis for 

fieldwork. Ethical and intellectual compromises are intrinsic characteristics of social 

research and whichever choice is made is unlikely to bring complete satisfaction. 

The competent fieldworker is she or he who learns to live with an uneasy conscience 

but continues to be worried by it" (1993: 74). 

is In chapter 61 explore the local concepts of friendship and the idea of a benefactor in more detail, 
based on interviews with Bintou and conversations with other individuals. 
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The uneasy conscience in my case relates to my reactions to the local 

treatment of adolescents, both girls and boys and of young, unmarried women. 

When I moved into the family compound I had asked to be treated in the same way 

as the other young, unmarried women in the compound. 16 I wanted to experience 

what it felt to be an unmarried girl in a Burkinabe family and so I helped with 

dishwashing, cooking and I also washed my own clothes and cleaned my room. The 

adult women in the family did none of those things, while the twenty-something 

unmarried girls had to do all that and even wash the adult women's clothes and 

clean their rooms. As I sided with the underdogs, I sometimes had the difficulty of 

remaining objective in an argument. While I never contradicted the authority of the 

adults when it came to the adolescent boys and young women in my host family, I 

sometimes made it clear whose company I preferred, by going to sit and chat with 

the younger people in a far corner of the compound. 

When I refer to these occasions in the chapter that discusses family 

hierarchy, it is quite obvious that I am not approving of the treatment these young 

people receive. Yet I cannot avoid but write the ethnographic accounts in the most 

honest way possible. While I am not suggesting that the ways of Burkinabe society 

are inferior to those of my own, I cannot condone what I see as a disrespectful 

treatment of fellow human beings. While `Thou shall not judge' is clearly one of the 

commandments of much anthropological endeavour, I still stand firmly behind my 

feelings and words and will continue to treat people in a way that I believe to be 

proper. 

This notwithstanding, I have learned to accept that I cannot change the 

behaviour of these people and that it is not my place to attempt to do so. During my 

time in Burkina I have mostly followed the rules of what is locally accepted as 

proper behaviour and attempted not to disrespect anyone. However I cannot be the 

judge of whether I had succeeded in this or not. 

Whatever the answer to that question would be, the only honest thing to do is 

to admit that after the whole `writing culture' movement in the second part of 1980s, 

it is not possible to write an anthropology that does not have the personal note of the 

researcher visible. Before I move on to introducing the people, let me use the words 

of Leslie W. Rabine, who said: "Whose story am I really telling here? The 

informants would certainly not write these pages as I have written them. But more to 

16 1 was 27 when I moved into the Bationo compound. 
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the point, what I really experienced, and the only story I can really write about, 

indeed the only knowledge I can have, is that of the relation between us" 
(2002: 194). 
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1.3 Introducing the place 

1.3.1 Introducing the country: Burkina Faso - demography, geography, 

linguistics, history and anthropology 

Burkina Faso is a landlocked country in West Africa and has borders with Mali, 

Niger, Benin, Togo, Ghana and Cote d'Ivoire. According to the 1996 census the 

country had 10,312,609 inhabitants, while the estimated growth rate was 2,8 percent 

per year (Hagberg 2001 a). 

Burkina has an intertropical climate with a dry and rainy season. The rainy 

season lasts from about late April till early October, and differences in the amount of 

rainfall in the north east and the south west of the country are of almost 700 mm 
(Atlas du Burkina Faso 1998: 17). The north east of the country, which is closer to 

the Sahara and has experienced serious desertification problems, has a shorter rainy 

season, which in the dry years lasts only about 2 months and the maximum rainfall 

they get in the good years is of 600mm (ibid). The south west region receives a 

much more generous share of rainfall and is therefore much greener with no danger 

of desertification. In the wet years the rainy season can last for 6 months and the 

south west can get more than 1300 mm of rainfall (ibid). 

The country was formerly a French colony, which is today reflected in the 

use of French as the official language. According to the SIL linguistic information 

there are more than 66 living languages (2004). However, only three indigenous 

languages, Fulfulde, Jula and Moore, are recognized as `les langues nationales' or 

the official national languages, as they are together spoken by more than 60 percent 

of the population. 

Written sources of the Burkina Faso's pre-colonial history are scarce, but it 

is known that large parts of the country were under the rule of the Mossi Empire. 

The Mossi ethnic group is still the most numerous of all in Burkina, which is shown 

by more than 5 million Burkinabe speaking Moore as their first language (SIL 

2004). The Mossi occupy the central plateau of Burkina Faso, also known as Le 

plateau Mossi, around the capital Ouagadougou. The north was the Fulbe17 country, 

while the east was part of the Gurma kingdom (Atlas du Burkina Faso 1998: 23). 

17 I use the indigenous term when referring to the Fulbe, rather than the French term Peul or the 
English Fulani. 
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The area of the southwest of the country, with the exception of the Lobi and Birifor 

territory and a small part of Dagara territory, came under the rule of the Jula empire 

of Kong (ibid). The influence of this occupation is still noticeable today in the large 

number of Jula speakers, over 1 million first language users and between 3 and 4 

million second language users. Jula has become the lingua franca of the area and 

many people whose ethnic origin is other than Jula no longer speak their mother 

tongue and it is Jula that has become their first language. This is often the case in 

urban areas of the southwest where ethnically mixed marriages are becoming more 

and more common. 

Burkina became a French colony at the end of the 1 9`h century and remained 

under French rule until its independence in 1960. Until 1984 the country was known 

as Haute Volta or Upper Volta, which was also its name under most part of the 

French rule. On August 4,1984 Haute Volta became known as Burkina Faso, a 

name, of which the translation reads as `Homeland of honourable men. ' The name is 

a composite of words from two national languages, Jula and Moore. Burkina is a 

Moore word meaning men of honour and faso is from a Jula word meaning a 

father's house/home (fa - father, so - house or home). The official term for the 

inhabitants of Burkina is Burkinabe, which is a composite of Moore and Fulfulde 

(the third national language). Be is a Fulfulde word that signifies persons. It could be 

said that the name of the country and its people is an attempt to unify the numerous 

ethnic groups living under one roof (Hagberg 2001a: 17). 

Despite the fact that there are these days numerous anthropologists doing 

research in and writing about Burkina Faso, there are only a few major monographs 

published on the area. Among the more famous works are Eliott Skinner's The 

Mossi of Upper Volta (1964) and Paul Riesman's Freedom in Fulani Social Life 

(1977). 

French anthropologists have done extensive work among the Lobi population 

in the southwest of the country (Fieloux 1980,1993, Fieloux and Lombard 1998, 

Cros 1990, Rouville 1987, Pere 1988) and among the Mossi of the central plateau 

(Bonnet 1988). They have looked at issues of health and local understandings of 

illness (Bonnett 1988, Fainzang 1986, Dacher 1992). And more recently have been 

working on HIV/AIDS related studies, under the auspices of the French research 

institute IRD/ORSTOM (Desclaux 1994,1996). 
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German research institutes18 have had a noticeable presence in the country 

and recently their researchers have focused on the issues of the change from 

traditional land distribution to a government-run one (Dafinger 2001, Kuba, Lentz 

and Somda 2004). 

The conflict issue between the nomadic Fulani and sedentary ethnic groups 

has also been of interest among anthropologists. Hagberg has written most 

extensively on the subject (see Hagberg 1998), but there are also some 

anthropologists of Burkinabe origin who have addressed the issue (Diallo 1998). 

Hagberg has written also on various other subjects (2001) and has together with the 

Ghanean anthropologist Alexis Tengan edited a volume on bonds and boundaries in 

Ghana and Burkina Faso (Hagberg and Tengan 2000). 

While some of the listed texts have proved informative to me during the pre- 
fieldwork period, others have kept me informed about issues of anthropological 

importance in Burkina Faso, other than my own. I returned to only a few of them in 

the process of writing up, mainly as a source of background information and not as a 

major guideline for my approach to the data presented here. 

18 Particularly the Johann Wolfgang Goethe University and the Max Planck institute. 
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1.3.2 The town 

As I have explained I carried out my fieldwork in the town of Bobo-Dioulasso. 

Bobo-Dioulasso, the home of Bobo and Dioula, or Sya, as it is known in Bobo 

language, is the second largest town in Burkina Faso and it is the capital of the 

Houet province. 19 It was established around the 11`h century (Atlas du Burkina Faso 

1998: 38) and has since been situated on crossroads of great commercial importance. 

The routes from Bobo lead to Mali, Cote d'Ivoire and towards the east of Burkina, 

to Niger, via the capital of Ouagadougou. In 1897 it was occupied by the French and 

became the most important colonial town in the area. It kept its status until 1960, 

when Burkina claimed its independence from the French. Bobo's population has 

been a fast rising one, like in other urban centres in West Africa. In 1960 it had 

55,000 inhabitants and during the last census in 1996, the number rose to 312,330. 

The official estimates suggest that in 2004 the town's population will reach about 

half a million. 

Bobo is today a thriving town, with an ethnically very diverse population and 

also substantial expatriate community, both African and European. The main ethnic 

group living in the town are the Bobo, who according to Le Moal are the 

autochthonous population of the area, which is also revealed in the name of the place 

(Le Moal in Roger-Petitjean 1999: 263). They represent the majority of the 

population of the Houet province, although in Bobo-Dioulasso, they are now more 

and more mixing with the representatives of other ethnic groups. These are Bwaba, 

Zara, Senufo, Fulbe, Toussiana, Mossi, Tiefo, Marka, Bobo-Jula, Jula and others. 

Because of the dominant position of the Jula right before the French colonisation, 

Jula became the lingua Franca of the region and now has more than 3 million 

speakers in Burkina, of which about a million are using Jula as their first language. 

Because of its historical links with the Jula empire of Kong, Bobo is a 

predominantly Muslim town. According to Traore about 72 percent of the 

population in the province of Houet is Muslim and 16 percent Catholic, 2 percent 

Protestant, while about 9 percent of the population continues with the practice of 

animism (2000: 28). It is possible that if we looked only at the urban population the 

19 Due to the limited sources of statistical information on Bobo-Dioulasso I have had to estimate the 
information from studies of Burkina Faso as a whole and also from the latest study of the Province of 
Houet (Traore 2000). 
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percentage practicing animism would drop further; however I could not say whether 

this would be in favour of the Muslim or Christian population. 

1.3.2.1 Bobo-Dioulasso in anthropological literature 

Unlike elsewhere in Africa, 20 urban studies have not been particularly popular 

among the anthropologists working in Burkina Faso and it is therefore not surprising 

that there is little written about Bobo-Dioulasso. A noteworthy exception are 

Claudia Roth's book La separation des sexes chez les Zara de Burkina Faso (1996), 

which looks at one particular ethnic group in Bobo, the Zara, and their ideas and 

practices relating to gender and age differences within a single compound, and 

Roget-Petitjean's monograph Soins et nutrition des enfants en milieu urbain africain 

(1999), a detailed study of infant care and nutrition in Bobo-Dioulasso. 

Apart from Roth and Roget-Petitjean's monographs, other studies of Bobo- 

Dioulasso are mostly single articles (Quimby 1979) and some unpublished thesis 

material (Giray-Saul 1989). 

These texts, particularly the work of Roth and Roget-Petitjean, have been 

useful to me in the process of writing up, as constant source of `control data' in 

many ways comparable to my own. 

20 Anthropologists of the Manchester School who were attached to the Rhodes-Livingstone Institute 
in Zambia were, from the 1950s, the pioneers of urban research in Africa, with work that was carried 
out in the Zambian urban Copperbelt (Sanjek 2002, see also Gutkind 1967). 
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Picture 3. Map of Bobo-Dioulasso (Djara neighbourhood marked in dark blue line); 

source Atlas du Burkina Faso (1998) 
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1.3.2 The neighbourhood 

The Djara neighbourhood is one of the oldest neighbourhoods in Bobo-Dioulasso. It 

consists mainly of dirt roads called sixmetres (referring to the width of the street) 

surrounded by compounds that, with few exceptions, have one-storey buildings 

inside them. Most compounds have a gate entrance that leads into the yard, which is 

usually built up on all four sides. Some houses have a window or two looking on to 

the street, whereas most of them are turned towards the yard. 

Djara is an ethnically mixed neighbourhood. The direct neighbours of my 
host family were of Jula, Fulbe, Wolof, Bissa, Mossi and many other ethnic origins. 

Most compounds belong to one large family and many generations of the same 

family live together. Many of the compounds had couples who were in ethnically 

mixed marriages. Some compounds belong to a landlord who lives in a different part 

of Bobo and rents out the rooms and houses in the compound to different 

individuals. Those compounds are seen as less safe and almost improper in 

comparison to family compounds. 
In the evening people, especially men, sit outside the compounds and chat, 

while some women set up small food stands at which they sell fritters and other 

types of food. Throughout the year different seasonal fruits are sold in front of the 

houses. Almost every street has a small corner shop where people buy cigarettes, 
bread, and coffee, and sweets for the children. The streets of the neighbourhood are 

never quiet from the buzz of everyday life and at night some of the houses have a 

bar in the backyard, and loud music plays from the speakers until late at night. There 

are several mosques in the neighbourhood and most people living around here are 

practising Muslims. 
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1.4 Introducing the people 

1.4.1 The Bationo family compound or my life in a former chicken coop 

As I have explained I took the decision to move into the Bationo family 

compound without great thought. It seemed like a perfect solution at the time, as it 

was a large, Jula-speaking family-compound in the neighbourhood of Djara, close to 

the centre of the town. People were friendly, and whenever I visited them they made 

me feel very much welcome, almost like a member of the family. 

I investigated the costs of repairing a room and it was estimated at around 
120.000 FCFA, the equivalent of 120 British Pounds. Mamou, a 39 year old 

unemployed single woman from the compound, offered to take charge of organizing 

the builders and other workmen and it was estimated that I could move in within a 
few weeks. In the end it took a month and a half and the final costs came to about 
150.000 FCFA, which was still an acceptable price by my standards, but probably an 

example of tubabu songo (white man's price) by local ones. While I was waiting for 

the room to be built, I continued coming to the compound to observe the daily food 

preparations, since cooking is the main activity that takes place in the compounds in 

the morning and hence the best place for participant observation of the `practice of 

every day life, ' and get involved in whatever special events were taking place. I 

attended weddings and funerals, sometimes in the same day, and sometimes I just 

sat together with Mamou and we chatted about our everyday activities. 

I was only slowly getting to know the other family members, as I was 

originally spending most time with Mamou, Fati Fitinin and Fati Koroba. During the 

initial period my interaction with the other family members was limited to `hello's' 

and `how's the family's. ' I was considered to be Fati Fitinin's friend, as she was the 

one who brought me into the compound, so all interaction of other family members 

with me was coordinated through her. Quite quickly though, her sister Mamou, who 

did not work and spent most of the day at home, became very important, as she was 

the one who chatted to me when I came to spend the day in the compound. Being 

older than Fati F., she also knew more people in town and was great help in getting 

all sorts of contacts. It was only after I moved in to the compound that I managed to 

understand how large this family was and also how complex the kinship and other 
links between the people living in the compound were. 
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Whenever I reflected upon the number of people I met during my fieldwork, 

and the difficulties I had in understanding their kinship or other links to my main 

informants, it reminded me of the concept of soap operas that have been running for 

decades and where, all of a sudden, characters who seemed to be long forgotten, 

would appear out of nowhere and everyone was somehow connected to them in 

what seemed to be extremely intricate web of kinship and social networks. This is 

where I saw a very close link between watching soaps and doing anthropological 

fieldwork. One falls into a closely-knit community whose links extend far beyond 

the everyday events and the anthropologist trying to get the big picture is often 

grasping for additional references. In Burkina my host mother had what seemed to 

me like ten new cousins visiting every week. And as all these women were 

respectable Muslim wives they wore veils and I could hardy see their faces. 

Afterwards when they saw me on the street on their way to the market, and if I failed 

to recognise and greet them accordingly, they certainly made sure to tell Mama Safi 

and then she would tell me that cousin `Such and such' had complained to her about 

me not recognising her. And I felt I was back at the beginning. 

In order to make the writing, and consequently reading, of the thesis easier, I 

shall now introduce, at a reasonable length and in some detail, all the main 

characters in the soap opera that is my fieldwork. Apart from my host family I shall 

also introduce several other groups of people, each representing a smaller or larger 

family group or compound. Since I was interacting with each of those groups mainly 

through one individual, I shall introduce only the people with whom interaction was 

very frequent, however, and whose names appear more than once in the thesis. 

The reason for doing this in the introductory chapter is because I believe that 

it is sometimes difficult to write in a coherent fashion if one constantly refers the 

reader to a footnote in order to explain the background of each actor that appears in 

the text. For the same practical reasons the thesis includes an appendix with a 

glossary of Jula, Burkinabe French and French terms that appear through out the 

text. 

These introductions of the main actors are necessary because I maintain that 

it is these individuals and their words and actions that make up for most of the 

content of this thesis and are also the main source for my understanding of everyday 

life in Bobo-Dioulasso. While different chapters in the thesis will give different 

amounts of attention to particular people, they are mostly composed around an 
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overarching idea and not around a particular person. I have therefore decided not to 

introduce each person as they appear in the text, but here in the beginning. 21 Without 

at least a brief introduction to their backgrounds one might become lost in trying to 

understand the motives for their actions. 

The Bationo family: My compound 

The Bationos are a family living in the Djara neighbourhood of Bobo- 

Dioulasso. At most times there are about 18 people living in the compound. The 

family is Muslim, their father was a Gurunsi, the mother is Bozo from Mali and her 

mother was a Dafing. Mama's children declare themselves to be Gurunsi, although 

this may vary depending on the context of the situation and the ethnic origin of the 

interlocutor. If talking to a Dafing person with whom they wish to establish a deeper 

connection, they may wish to refer to their maternal grandmother, who was a 
Dafing, and claim that they too are Dafing. 

Mama, who is the head of the family, is about 60 years old. Her father was 

of Bozo origin (an ethnic group from the Mopti area in Mali, mainly fishermen) and 

her mother a Dafing (an ethnic group from the south-western Burkina, from the 

village of Ouahabou). Mama's husband, a head-teacher in a primary school, who 

passed away seven years ago, was a Gurunsi from the Koudougou-Reo group. 22 She 

has 8 children (Fanta, Amadou, Mamou, Fati, Tonton, Yacouba, Youssouf, Abdou), 

19 grandchildren 23 and 1 great-grandchild. She is a devout Muslim, and being an 

older woman, 24 she goes to the local mosque for her prayers. She also attends classes 

of Koranic reading and discussion with other older women from the surrounding 

area. She has a pension from her husband and also gets money from renting a 

compound in Ouezzinville (another part of Bobo). She runs a small business, which 

21 Life histories of three of the informants, Amadou Bationo, his wife Fati Koroba, and my research 
assistant and friend Bintou Wattara, are discussed in greater detail in the final chapter of the thesis, so 
they get only a short introduction in this section. 22 The Gurunsi ethnic group is divided into several groups, which were initially located in different 
areas of Burkina Faso. This particular group has it origins in and around the village of Reo on the 
central plateau. 
23 Some of her grandchildren are not her biological grandchildren, as they are the children of a man 
who was taken in as a little boy by Mama and her husband before they had their first biological child. 
Mama's third daughter was the only person to bring up this fact, as she argued that the children 
should be lucky that they have a family in the first place. According to her the foster brother had 
never shown proper gratitude, or acted in a way appropriate for the oldest son of the family. 
24 It is only men and older women who regularly pray at the mosque. The rest of the people pray at 
home and go to mosque only on religious holidays. 
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sells shea butter for personal use25 and also sells prayer beads. Mama is often away 

attending funerals at villages around Bobo. According to her she needs to do this in 

order to please Allah before her time comes. 26 The children (especially Mamou and 

Fati Fitinin) often criticise her for being away27 and leaving them with the 

responsibility of feeding the family. 

Fanta is mama's oldest child and for the majority of my fieldwork she lived 

in a different part of town (Lafiabougou). She had her first child, a son, with a man 

who left her and subsequently died. Her second daughter was from a relationship 

with a Bobolese man, whom she did not marry, but the daughter is currently living 

with him and his wife. Her three youngest children are from a marriage to a retired 

soldier who died during the first year of my stay with the family. The deceased 

husband had two more wives and when he died Fanta was mistreated in the 

compound and was looking for solutions to go away from there. As she married him 

after he had already retired, she was not entitled to an army pension after his death. 28 

During the first part of my stay I rarely got to see Fanta, but her two younger 

sons stayed in our compound the first summer I was living there. The year after 

Fanta told me that she needed to get away from her compound, as there were 

constant arguments and when I stayed with the family in May and June of 2003, 

Fanta and her three children were living in my old room in the family compound. 

However she does not get on with her two sisters, and her children seem to be on 

receiving end of the arguments between the three of them. 

Amadou is the oldest son of the family, married to Fati Koroba (a Senoufo29 

woman from Bobo-Dioulasso). They have three children, the oldest one Moussa, 24, 

lives in Ouaga with his maternal uncle and works for his company. The two younger 

children, Bakary, 11, and Souleymane, 5, live with them in the compound. Amadou 

has a university degree in law, but has never held a proper job and has been 

unemployed for most of his life. He reached the age of forty during my stay there. 

25 Shea butter can be use as grease for cooking, but in a slightly processed form (by mixing it in a 
bowl to smooth its texture) it is used as a body lotion, because it prevents skin from drying (which is 
a serious problem especially in the dry season, when the desert wind, Harmattan, brings a lot of sand 
and dust). 
26 Young people can be excused from not attending lengthy funerals, because they need to work and 
provide for their families. Older people have more spare time and are expected to attend. 

Funerals can take days or even weeks (40 days after the burial there is a special sacrifice and if the 
funeral was in a remote village, Mama would stay there until this was over). 
28 His other two wives did receive it, as they married him while he was still working. 
29 An ethnic group from the south-west of Burkina, near the border with Cote d'Ivoire (there are 
numerous Senoufo also in living in the north of Cote d'Ivoire). 
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Despite the fact that he does not play the traditional role of the eldest son of the 

family, I had never heard any of the people in the compound criticise him for that. In 

his defence they would say that he was decourage, of which more later. 

Mamou (about 39 years old) acts like the matriarch of the family. She is a 

very big woman. Both tall and overweight, even by West African standards, 30 she 

spends most of her time sitting on a reclining chair in front of her house, which she º 

shares with her younger sister Fati. Although she had never mentioned this (and 

neither did any of the grown ups in the family) she had been married when she was 

young, but the marriage soon dissolved. When asked by a friend of mine whether 

she had any children (this was before I moved into the compound, at a stage when I 

was only getting to know her), she said she had one child. She said the son lived in 

the capital with his father and that he came over in the summer. I do not think she 

ever specified the age of the child, but the boy must be about 19, according to my 

calculations after my conversation about Mamou's past with two of the younger 

girls in the family. It was they who told me about Mamou's marriage to a man who 

was not the father of her child. But they implied that the divorce happened soon 

after. 
Mamou has spent part of her youth in Abidjan (Cote d'Ivoire), where some 

of her aunts and uncles live. She was sent to school there after not being successful 

in school in Burkina. She only has a certificate of primary education, but she tries to 

present herself as something of an intellectual. She is quite impressive when she gets 

dressed up and many of the members of the extended family come to her for advice 

when they have problems. Mamou makes some money by crocheting napkins and 

tablecloths, which she sells to people around the town. But she is quite slow and 

there is not much profit. Lately she found a niche for herself thorough being the 

representative of a Dutch NGO, which is run by the wife of her cousin Abdelkader, 

who lives in Amsterdam. Abdelkader's Dutch wife asked Mamou to help her with 

finding secondary school children (mainly girls) who needed financial help to 

continue their education. Mamou has gained importance in her own eyes and started 

dressing up much more; she is solicited by many family members, friends and 

30 With a risk of employing stereotypes, I believe it is safe to say that in most parts of West Africa a 
woman is considered beautiful if she has large hips and buttocks, and large breasts, as this symbolises 
fecundity. An informant has told me that some women (including her) will buy special products to 
enhance the size of their buttocks. But these days, with the influence of Western ideals, many young 
girls in urban areas aspire to being Supermodel-thin and will purge themselves, by using red-hot 
chillies in order to provoke severe diarrhoea, which will leave them with a flat tummy. 
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acquaintances who want their children to be sponsored by this NGO. When I was 

there she had not yet received any salary for her work, but her Dutch sister-in-law 

had told her not to worry, that she would be compensated for her time. 

In early summer 2001 Mamou went to the hospital to have an operation 

during which they removed a lump from her breast. For a long time after she 

complained about the pain and spent most of the time sleeping or resting. More than 

a year after that people still enquired about her health (`I fari be di? ' How is your 

body? ) and when she replied in usual way (`A ka fisa' - It is better), but the 

expression on her face changed and she would slow her movements, as if to say, I 

am being brave, but still suffering. She would always complain of being tired and 

would ask for people to bring her supplies of aspirin and vitamin C to help her with 

her fatigue. Mamou never does any physical work around the house these days, but 

she will supervise cooking at important events and she might take over completely 

on those occasions, even stirring the food in the really large and heavy pots, with 

enormous metal spatulas. She will call on one of the girls or sometimes even boys to 

do all the chores for her and if I ever questioned the load of work put on the kids, 

she would give examples from her youth when she had to bring water to the 

compound and carry wood for the fire. She would say that she had deserved to be 

served now. 

Fati Fitinin31 is the one who brought me to this family. She is also the one 

who often made my stay in the compound rather difficult. She is a very moody 

woman who is not a happy person. She is one of those people who seem to be 

looking for other people's mistakes so that they can have an argument about it. In 

the beginning, especially before I had moved in with the family, she was extremely 

nice to me, almost to the point of being servile. If she said she would come over to 

visit me she was never late and she helped me with everything. Soon after I had 

moved in she started acting in a strange and controlling way, letting me know that 

my presence was annoying her, and trying to control my every movement. She 

would tell me off for keeping a plastic cup with water in my room as according to 

her `the rest of them do not have any cups to drink from. ' But when I gave the cup 

back and bought my own, she would comment on why I felt the need to buy things, 

when there are enough cups in the compound. With her I always felt like I was 

31 Fitinin is a Jula word for small and she was given this name after her oldest brother had married a 
woman also called Fati. 
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doing something wrong, that no matter how I would approach things, she would 

always find something to complain about. I felt like a school child with her as a 

tough headmistress. She was only nice to me when I made the effort of pleasing her 

by being particularly attentive to her needs, or if I had visitors. She would never be 

mean to me in front of strangers or anyone from outside the compound. The two 

times I came back after a trip to Europe, she was extremely kind, as I had brought 

gifts with me. But as soon as the first dust settled on her presents, she would turn 

into her old self. She acted that way towards most people and it was the younger 

girls in the family who really suffered because of her mood swings. She insulted 

them a lot and held a tight fist over their lives. Fati is 36 years old and is still single. 

She has no children and is dating a married man. She works as an accountant in the 

town hall and goes to night school in order to get the official diploma for the 

accounting. The job she has at the moment was secured for her by her boyfriend. 

She wants to get married and does not mind becoming a second wife. `As long as he 

keeps us both happy, I see no problem' she likes to say. But her boyfriend has not 

proposed and shows no real intention of doing so. She likes to dress in Western style 

clothes, mainly trouser suits; occasionally she wears an African style outfit with a 

skirt. She also imitates European hairstyles, by wearing hair extensions. 

Fati has a lot of health problems; she suffers from migraines and has 

problems with sinuses. She often takes time off from work because of this. She 

consults both traditional healers and Western-trained doctors, but to no real avail. 

On the few occasions when she chose to share her private thoughts with me, she told 

me that she found living in a large family a burden as she thought that she could 

never save any money of her own if she needed to help support all the less fortunate 

members. She often said that she would like to elope and avoid an expensive 

wedding ceremony and go and live away from both her and her future husband's 

family and be left alone. She likes all things Western, and whenever I brought a gift 

from Europe, she would always say 'c'est la qualite Va. ' I always felt bad as I often 

brought really cheap presents, but she did not know the difference. For her anything 

that was sold in Europe was quality, as she did not realise that a lot of my presents 

were probably the same cheap Chinese plastic goods that were sold in their markets. 

Fati Koroba is Amadou's wife. She is from the Senoufo ethnic group. 

Because her first name is the same as her husband's younger sister, she has been 

given an ending -koroba- to her name to indicate that she is older than her 

47 



namesake. Her parents' compound is only about three hundred yards away. She 

works at the local train station where she sells the passenger and cargo tickets and 

she earns about 80 pounds a month. She considers herself to be a devout Muslim and 

she makes sure she performs her five daily prayers. She wore a scarf on her head all 

the time, which is something all respectable married women should do and when she 

went out she often wore a veil as well. 

Madina is about 2432 and is a daughter of one of the family's paternal cousin 

who lived in a village in the south of Cote D'Ivoire. About twelve years ago Mama 

went to Abidjan and was accompanied by Fati Fitinin. As Madina's family was 

poor, Mama and Fati decided that they would bring her to Bobo, help her with her 

education and also use her help around the house. If you were to ask them, they 

would not admit that they were looking for free female help around the house, but 

that is what Madina was brought up for. Like many young girls in West Africa, she 

was taken from the hands of her family, who could not really afford to keep her and 

was brought to Burkina with a promise of a better life. I cannot be the judge of her 

previous life in Cote d'Ivoire, but her life in Burkina certainly is not rosy. She is the 

first person to wake up after the maid and has probably the most chores to do. She is 

dependent on the good will of others when it comes to getting food for breakfast. It 

seems that Fati Koroba has taken her under her wing and is often advising her on her 

behaviour, while the other adult women often only insult her. In the mornings, 

Madina waits around for Fati K. to send her to buy bread and on good days there 

will be a 30 FCFA (3 pence) for her slice of bread; if Fati K. is really feeling 

generous she might even let her have a fried egg. On other days Madina is lucky if 

she manages to save some leftovers from the day before which she can wann up and 

eat for breakfast. She has to clean Tantie's living room in the morning and she is the 

one that does the cooking most days. 

Recently her boyfriend gave her some money, which helped her to start 

selling fried food outside the compound. 33 She splits the business with Assetou, they 

alternate the days on which they sell. 

Assetou is a feisty young woman from Sarno ethnic origin. She is the mother 

of Yacouba's son Bashir and they share a room that is adjacent to the kitchen. 

Assetou has two more children, who live with her parents on the other side of Bobo. 

32 She does not know her date of birth. 
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I had never seen these two. People in the compound would mention her two 

children, whenever they wanted to let me know that she was a lazy person and a bad 

mother. 

When I first came to the compound Assetou and Madina had about the same 

share of workload, only Madina was called to fetch things more often, because 

Assetou is deaf and they could not call her if her back was turned on them. She 

would cook for three days and Madina would do three days. Then Assetou decided 

that people were mistreating her and she stopped cooking. Madina had to do it all. 

Assetou's rebellion was not taken well and the older women would speak badly of 

her. For a while she left the compound, took baby Bashir and went to live with her 

parents. As she is not officially married to Yacouba, her status in the family is quite 

ambiguous. They feed her, but they expect her to work almost like a maid. Mama 

never decided to offer the kola nuts34 to Assetou's family and no one ever speaks of 

the possibility of them getting married. When I tried to enquire why this was the 

case, Fati K. suggested that because of Assetou's temper and moody behaviour 

marriage was not in the family's best interest. The question of marriage had however 

not been ruled out by Yacouba, who had occasionally asked if I could bring them 

wedding rings from Europe. During the whole of my stay with the family, Assetou 

kept going away in protest, but she always came back and no one really commented 

on it, other than in passing if I provoked them. Every now and again she would set 

up a small stall in front of the house and sell fried foods, such as yams, sweet 

potatoes, plantain banana's, bean and sweet banana fritters. It was Yacouba that 

gave her the money and the equipment (pots, plates, etc. ) to start the business. 

Yacouba is Mama's son and is about 30 years old. He has a hearing 

disability, which is a result of being ill with viral meningitis when he was a child. He 

can read lips and can speak some French and Jula, but it is quite difficult to 

understand him. He can also communicate in sign language. He works as a helper to 

a local businesswoman, who travels back and forth from Abidjan, buying and selling 

food and other goods. Yacouba helps her carrying the bags and he occasionally does 

some buying and selling of his own. He has two children by two different mothers. 

His firstborn is a girl of 12, who lives with her mother in Ouagadougou and only 

33 A good boyfriend or husband is expected to give some money to their girlfriends/wives so that they 
can start up a business (see Stoller 1999). 
34 Sharing the kola nuts (woro ti/an in Jula) with the girl's family is a way of announcing an 
engagement among Muslim families. 

49 



came to visit once during my stay with the family. His other child, by Assetou, is a 

boy of a year and half, called Bashir (after Yacouba's father) or Papa. Yacouba 

spends his time between Abidjan and Bobo, travelling south every week. He is very 

devoted to Assetou and always takes her side when she is arguing with the older 

women in the compound. Because of his disability it was difficult for me to 

communicate with him and I could not understand his sign language, but his actions 

proved that he was on Assetou's side. One example was when Madina and Assetou 

were fighting over the money for the lamp they used when frying the food they sold 

in the street. The lamp belonged to Madina and Assetou had used up all the petrol. 

Madina got angry and insulted Assetou. Yacouba went to Mama and borrowed a 

lamp for Assetou. When he next came from Abidjan and brought fruit with him, he 

gave it to everyone save Madina. 

Bashir/Papa, Assetou's and Yacouba's baby, is a year and half old. He is a 

sickly little boy always suffering from diarrhoea. He is very skinny and he started 

walking very late because his legs were to thin and could not really hold him up. 

Fati Koroba argued that he did not walk because Assetou and Yacouba keep holding 

him in their arms and never put him down. He never leaves the sight of Assetou or 

Yacouba and he cries if he is left with someone else even for a few moments. Fati 

and Mamou call him Nface35 or Papa, because he is named after their father. 

Ahmed is Fanta's oldest child (23 years old) and he has lived in the 

compound ever since he was a baby, because Mama decided she wanted him at her 

side. 36 Ahmed has his own room in the back corner of the compound. He works in 

the local mill and earns perhaps 10-20 pounds a month, depending on how many 

people come to the mill to have their grain ground. He is paid according to the 

number of clients. The problem is that when family members37 come to grind, he is 

expected to grind it for free and then his boss does not pay him. He has a daughter 

with a girl from a compound near by. He sometimes brings his daughter (who is a 

very shy little girl and is afraid of white people, so she would always scream when I 

came near her) to the compound and she spends the night there. Before she started 
walking he sometimes carried her on his back, the way women normally carry 

35 Jula for `My father'. 
36 It is a common practice for grandparents to take the child out of the parents' hands, especially if the 
parents are struggling to support themselves. In Fanta's case it is possible (and I am only speculating 
that this is the true reason) that this happened because she did not marry Ahmed's father. 
37 Both his family and his girlfriend's family expect to get free service. 
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babies. This is quite unusual for a man, but Ahmed is a very caring father. He is one 

of the few people who told me that he did not dream of going to France, 38 because 

he was aware that life there was difficult for Africans. He wanted to make it big in 

Africa. He also resented the French for being the colonisers and for the fact that their 

humanitarian and development aid always came with strings attached. Ahmed is 

treated well by the older people in the family. I have never heard anyone criticise 

him in anyway, the way they would criticise Madina, Assetou or the other young 

adults. 39 

CeiestineBintou4° is a 21-year-old daughter of a man whom Mama and her 

late husband took in their care when they first got married, because the child's 

parents passed away. According to Fati Fitinin they took care of him as if he were 

their own. When he grew up, however, he left and went on to lead a promiscuous 

life, never paying any respect to the people who brought him up. He would only 

come round when he needed to borrow money. Being the oldest child of the family, 

he was expected to take an important role at their father's funeral but he showed up 

late and left abruptly the next day. He only came back when he was dying of AIDS. 

Celestine is one of his 7 children that he had with 5 different women. Her mother 

was his mistress and they were never married. Celestine's mother is a Lobi woman, 

who lives in a village in the Lobi part of Burkina Faso. Celestine came to live in 

Bobo when she started high school. She is not very bright, but she is quite 

hardworking and she managed to pass entrance exams to the higher level of 

secondary school. When she studies it seems tome she just learns things by heart 

without necessarily understanding what she is learning about. 4' 

Because she goes to school Monday to Saturday, Celestine cooks the family 

meals on Sundays. She helps with evening meals. She seems to have a special bond 

with her grandmother and she is the one who cooks for Mama, when she desires to 

38 People say 'France' when they talk about Europe or any other place where white people live. 
39 There are clearly different standards when it comes to people's expectations about girls and boys. 
Girls are warned about pregnancy and get beaten up if they act in what is interpreted as a 
promiscuous way (wearing a short skirt or going out in the evening can be interpreted in that way), 
while the young men's children born out of wedlock are accepted and welcomed into the family. 
Hadama and Ismael were always the target of wrath of certain family members. 
40 She has a Christian and a Muslim name, which is not unusual among the Burkinabe today. Only 
Mama sometimes calls her Bintou, everyone else addresses her with her Christian name. 
41 Repetition seems to be the way of learning in Burkinabe schools. Students are not encouraged to 
think critically. Often student's knowledge of French (the language in which classes are taught) is 
limited and since they do not possess dictionaries at home and the classes have up to 100 students, 
they cannot enquire about the meaning of their lessons. The tests they have to pass encourage simple 
regurgitation of the lesson. 
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prepare a separate meal. She also accompanied Mama when she distributes the food 

offerings. 42 

She shares a bed with Madina in a large room that doubles as a storage room 

for pots and bags of rice and maize. She has an older boyfriend, who is married with 

children and live at the other end of Burkina working as a customs official. Celestine 

spends her school holidays between her mother's house in the village and her 

boyfriend's place. 

Hadama is Celestine's younger stepbrother. His mother was their father's 

first wife. He has two older sisters and an older brother and three stepsiblings 

including Celestine. He is 14 years old and is a very confused boy. He is not very 

smart and the family use him as a scapegoat for anything that has gone wrong in the 

compound. People are always insulting him, telling him that is lazy, dirty and stupid. 

He lost both parents to AIDS by the age of twelve and still no one seems to have any 

compassion for him (I always felt sorry for him and took his side on many 

occasions). I took him under my wing and paid for his subscription to the French 

Cultural Centre so that he could read books at the library. He had to repeat one class 

at school three times, and the family kept bringing that up as a proof of his 

worthlessness. They do not allow him to grow his hair and they keep shaving it off, 

because they claim that he does not wash himself properly and would spread lice if 

he grew it. Hadama likes to make up stories and in the evening the youngsters often 

sit down on the terrace in front of the kitchen and exchange anecdotes. As not much 

happens in their daily lives, Hadama spices things up by making up ridiculous 

stories that everyone knows are a lie. Sometimes one of them will loudly accuse him 

of lying. And he would pretend to be offended and say he was telling the truth. 

Hadama only came to live in the compound a couple of years ago when his parents 

passed away. He used to live in Diebougou and he returns there during summer 

holidays. His older sister lives there with her husband. Hadama likes going there to 

get away from the insults and bad treatment he gets from hateful relatives. 

Ismael is Hadama's older brother (same mother and father). He is 17 years 

old and when I first came to live in the compound he was working as an apprentice 

at a car garage that was situated in a compound that belonged to Mama. He would 

42 During Ramadan and on other occasions women prepare food that they distribute to the people to 
whom they are indebted or with whom they may have a special relationship. They may also give food 
to the poor people of the area, as a part of zakah, one of the five pillars of Islam. 
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often be late for work in the morning, and like Hadama he would be yelled at by the 

adults in the compound, especially Mamou and Fati Fitinin. 

When I returned to the Burkina in June 2002, after a four-month absence, 

Ismael was not in the compound. When I asked about him, Hadama said that Ismael 

had gone away. I thought he went to his sister's town and would be back after a 

week or so, but later I had realised that he had left the compound for good. 

According to Fati Fitinin he had taken the money from a rent that the family 

receives for a compound in Sarfalao and run away with it. None of the younger 

people wanted to comment on this. Sometimes he would be seen walking past the 

compound after dark, and when I would be sitting in front of the house, keeping 

Madina or Assetou company while they were selling the fried food, I would offer 

some food to him. Madina once commented that he was not a good person. Once I 

bumped into him when I was walking into town and I enquired about why he had 

left. He told me that he could not take it any more. He said: `You know what they are 

like, the aunts. I could not listen to the insults anymore. ' He was all dressed up in a 

fancy Hawaian style T-shirt and a new pair of jeans and I must admit it crossed my 

mind that he could've only bought this if he had really stolen that money. He told 

me he was staying with some friends a few streets away from our compound. I told 

him I certainly understood how he felt, as I had at times been the victim of Fati and 

Mamou's mood swings. But I also told him he should be aware that they were 

family and that if he fell ill, they would look after him. Could he be sure that his 

friends would do the same? He told me he started an apprenticeship at a different 

garage, but just as before, he was not getting paid. I told him to be careful. That was 

the last time I saw him and I could not help worrying about him. In I way I was 

proud of him for leaving the abusive home, but could not help thinking that he was 

even worse off outside of it. 

Youssouf is Mama's seventh child. He is stone deaf and unlike Yacouba he 

cannot read lips. For a few years he lived and worked in Cote d'Ivoire, but he came 

back43 in mid 2001. After he came back he spent most of the time sleeping or sitting 

outside the compound drinking tea with friends. His older siblings thought of him as 

lazy, but Mama protected him from their criticism as he was disabled. He has an 

out-of -wedlock child with a deaf and dumb girl who lives nearby. The child never 

8 
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comes around, perhaps because the girl has many boyfriends and the Bationo family 

had never really acknowledged the child. It was only in June 2002 that one of the 

family's wealthier cousins asked Youssouf to come and work for him. Youssouf 

started waking up earlier than anyone else and went to his cousin's house where he 

helped with the business. Perhaps he finally found a niche for himself and his 

previous laziness was just a consequence of the unfortunate fact that in a country 

filled with unemployed young men, a hearing impaired person has even less chances 

of getting work than everyone else. 

Bakary is Amadou's and Fati Koroba's son. He is 11 years old. In June 2002 

he finished primary school and was waiting for the exams to be admitted to a private 

Church-run Internat (a boarding school) in Toussiana, about 40 kilometres 

southwest of Bobo. Together with his younger brother Souleymane, they are the 

favourites of Mamou and Fati Fitinin and are rarely told off, even if they do 

something wrong. Bakary is a fan of anything Western, and like many of his peers 

he tries to imitate the style of clothing of the stars of American gangster rap. He had 

to wear a uniform to school, but on weekend he would try to look `cool'. 

He did not like the idea of going to live in a boarding school, away from his 

family, but his mother decided that this was the only way of keeping him away from 

the bad influence of city life. 

Souleymane is Bakary's little brother. He is 5 years old and is a very spoiled 

little boy. His mother, Fati Koroba, adores him and whenever anyone buys anything 

for Bakary she says `What about my child? ' meaning Souleymane, as if Bakary were 

not hers. She is always buying him little presents, making sure that he is not feeling 

in any way less privileged than Bakary. Despite the fact that he is only five years 

old, they let him stay up late at night, watching TV with the rest of the family. He 

would fall asleep on the chair and it would be only after a while that they might 

instruct one of the older children to carry him to his bed, which he shares with his 

parents. He always has his bath in a bucket in front of his parents' house. It is either 

the maid or one of the younger women who gives him a bath, never his mother or 

aunties. He is always yelling during the bath, complaining about the water being 

either too cold or too hot, or about the person who is washing him being too rough. 

43 From the 1999 on there has been a growing sense of xenophobia in Cöte d'Ivoire and many 
Burkinabe immigrants returned to their home country. The current violent events in Cote d'Ivoire 
were fatal for many Burkinabe still left in the country. 
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Tonton/Mokhtar is Mama's fifth child. People in the family call him Tonton, 
because he was named after an uncle. He spends 6 months a year working for a 

cotton factory in Koudougou, and the other 6 with a family in Bobo. He and Fati 

Fitinin are the only two of Mama's children who do not have children of their own. 

Tonton is a very strict man who takes it upon himself to control the younger adults, 

and Madina and Hadama really hate him, because he is always `on their case'. He 

once hit Madina so hard, her eye bled and half of her face was badly swollen; this 

was only because he decided that she was spending too much time outside the house 

and in inappropriate company. He is Mamou's and Fati's protege. They always buy 

extra food for him and Mamou gives him money to buy cigarettes and tea. She also 

involves him in her work with the Dutch NGO. As a return favour he has to run 

some errands for her and has to cope with her occasional teasing and provocation. 

He has a hobby that he is trying to turn into a business: he is making statues out of 

calabashes, by piercing them and drawing patterns on them. Most of his stuff is 

rather tacky by Western standards (some local people appreciate it) and similar 

things are made by other people in Bobo, so he is not really making much money. 

Baarakedeen44/Majuma is the family's maid. She is a stone-deaf friend of 
Assetou and Yacouba, who came for a visit, and Mama decided to employ her, 

because the previous maid had left after a dispute. She is paid the equivalent of 3 

and a half pounds per month and gets food and lodging (she sleeps on a plastic rug 
in the same room as Madina and Celestine). If she falls ill the family buy her 

medicine. She works hard and never complains. 45 She sweeps the floors and the yard 
first thing in the morning and cleans the inside of Mama's, Mamou's, Fati Fitnin's 

and Fati Koroba's and Amadou's houses every morning. She washes the dishes from 

the night before and she does it again after lunch. She also gives Souleymane a bath 

every morning and evening. She does some of the washing (some of it is washed by 

a poor woman who comes to do the laundry about once a week). She does not cook; 

unless they are making t6-the traditional staple, millet porridge-because she is more 

skilled at preparing that than the other young women in the compound. 46 She seems 

quite happy in the family, especially as all the other deaf and dumb people keep her 

`'4 Baarkedeen is a Jula word for a maid/servant. 
as Fati Koroba commented that it was good to have a deaf maid, because she could not go out and 
compare her situation to other maids, therefore she could not complain. 
46 Making to requires a lot of force and skilled hands. All the women in the compound can do it, but it 
is very hard work and they prefer the maid to do it. 
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company. The older women in the family often refer to her as being stupid, such as 

when she refused to take malaria medicine and it took ages for her to get better. 

Abdou is Mama's youngest child. He is 26 years old. Until June 2002 he was 

living and studying in Ouagadougou, but he was not really successful at it. He had to 

repeat both the first and the second year. It has now been decided that he would have 

another go at University, this time a Polytechnic in Bobo. The family think that his 

troubles at University were due to the fact that a lot of the courses were cancelled 

during the strikes in 1999 and 2000. Abdou has a four-year-old daughter called 

Kadi, who goes to school together with Souleymane. Her mother is young woman 

who lives across the street. Abdou and Kadi's mother had since split up and she was 

then pregnant with a different man. The child was still born, and Mamou and the 

two Fati's took some pleasure in making malicious comments about the mother and 

teased Abdou and even little Kadi, who did not really understand what was going 

on. 

1.4.2. The not-so-innocent anthropologist or how the dunanmuso defied the 

rules of proper behaviour by making contact with the world outside the 

compound 

As I had mentioned above, it was Fati Fitinin who brought me to the Bationo 

compound and she was the person who acted as my host in the early stages of my 

Bobo life. Because of the importance of kinship links I was given a role of a fictive 

daughter to Mama and hence became Fati F. 's younger sister. This notwithstanding, 

I could not completely shake off my image of dunanmuso. As it has been noted by 

other anthropologists, in West Africa, the relation between the visitor, or stranger 
(dunan47) as they are referred to in Jula, and his/her host is a very complex one 

(Fortes 1975) and "in principle, the stranger has to relate himself to the host in all 

his relations with the community" (Hagberg 1998: 48). In my first month of knowing 

Fati F. I was happy to look to her for assistance in approaching any issue that I had 

come across in everyday situations. Fati seemed happy to help me, and whenever 

she was not available because of her work commitment (at that time she was 

working as a secretary at a Internet Cafe/Business Centre), she would ask her sister 

Mamou to help me or accompany me on my errands around the town. Mamou had 
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introduced me to one of the main men of the Jula community in Bobo, who later 

introduced me to his cousin Bintou, who became my assistant and later a close 

friend and main informant. From the moment I was introduced to Bintou, it was with 

her that I ventured into other Jula compounds and she was my insider-contact in this 

part of the field. 

I assumed that this would be considered satisfactory by Fati Fitinin and 
Mamou, since I did meet Bintou through their help, although this was rather 

indirectly and they did not know Bintou personally until I had brought her to the 

compound. However, it soon seemed clear that they, and Fati F. in particular, did not 

approve of my newly found contacts in the world outside the compound. 

Relationships that one enters into outside the compound very much reflect on the 

people in the compound and one should be therefore very careful. While I thought 

that I was not doing anything wrong, I realised in retrospect that Mamou and Fati 

were not so sure and that their disapproval of my behaviour originated in their fear 

that this would reflect badly on them and their family. 48 Writing about the Dyula 

[Jula] of the Kong region in Cote d'Ivoire, Launay says "it is the host's 

responsibility [... ] to act as an intermediary between his `stranger' and the rest of the 

local community, but it is also expected that the `stranger' act through his host rather 

than take direct initiatives" (1982: 4). 

Launay's statement clearly sets out the rules for any stranger residing in a 
West African family. However I unintentionally managed to bypass these rules and 

act in a way that put me, on several occasions, into an uncomfortable position in my 

interactions with my hosts. The following paragraphs shall deal with the interactions 

I had outside the Bationo compound and some of the difficult situations that resulted 

from these. 

I had attempted to make contacts with people in Bobo-Dioulasso before I 

even left home for fieldwork. Through the help of a Swedish anthropologist, who 

had worked in the area, I acquired the address of the Sirayiri language school, where 

I was going to spend a month studying the language. Upon arrival to Burkina I had 

then met two Canadians who were planning on living with a family in Bobo- 

Dioulasso for three months and work as volunteers in a local health centre. As they 

arrived to Bobo a few days after me, they contacted me and their hosts invited me to 

47 Also dunance for a man and dunanmuso for a woman. 
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dinner and I had made my first contacts with the Bobolese in their home. It was 

during the same period that I had met Fati Fitinin at the Internet cafe that I visited 

everyday. During the early stages of my fieldwork the Internet connection in Bobo 

was notoriously slow, and in small call centres, like the one I had frequented, it often 

broke down. I therefore had to come everyday and often waited for half an hour or 

more for the technician to establish a connection, during which time I chatted with 

Fati, who was extremely friendly and as she was aware that I was taking Jula 

lessons, she was also interested in testing my `improvement' in the knowledge of her 

mother tongue. 

Apart from the people at the language school, Fati, the Canadian volunteers 

and their host family, I had made also some other contacts, via my Ouagalese 

acquaintances from my previous visits to Burkina. I also made contacts with a 

French research institute, IRD. It would be fair to say that when I agreed to move in 

with the Bationo family, I had already established a considerable network of 

acquaintances in Bobo. This is probably the reason why, while I often asked Fati and 

other people in the compound for assistance or advice about my movements in town, 

I did not feel obliged to make every future movement and new contact through 

them. 

The people I had contacts with in Bobo on a regular basis (outside my host 

family and their networks) were the following: the Sanou family (hosts of the 

Canadian volunteers); Ana, a Slovene expatriate and her children; the Toure family, 

whose daughter I met through Ana. There was also Bintou, a woman from the 

compound of Jula blacksmiths, the Wattara, who were introduced to me via Mamou 

Bationo. Later on in the fieldwork I also interacted with Abou Bassinga, the 

headmaster of a local school that was supported by Ana's NGO, which I had 

become involved with in Ana's absence. 

I had, though the help of a French colleague, been introduced to the head of 

the French research institute IRD, and he gave me permission to use one of their 

empty offices whenever I needed. A gentleman at IRD, who collected Burkinabe art, 

had also introduced me to one of the major art dealers in town, a man called Ismael 

Sanon. 

48 In Chapter 5I shall explore the subject of the importance of the dichotomy in the behaviour within 
inside/outside space in much more detail. 
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Through all these people I had met other people, creating a large network of 

acquaintances among the inhabitants of Bobo-Dioulasso. While many people in 

Bobo seem to centre their social life on their relatives and family, the heterogeneity 

of urban life in Africa provides people with more opportunities to meet people 

outside their kin group. 49 These days social networks of an average Bobolese no 

longer consist solely of kin (both real and fictive), but expand to include a selection 

of friends and acquaintances. 

In the pages that follow I shall introduce some of the above-mentioned 

people, particularly those with whom I interacted regularly and some of whom I also 

interviewed during fieldwork or in whose compounds I carried out participant 

observation. 

The Sanou family 

If the Bationos are my original African family, 50 then the Sanou family, 

from the neighbourhood of Sarfalao in the eastern part of Bobo, are what I could 

describe as my second African family. I got to know them through a French 

Canadian couple of volunteers, whom I had met the first week of my arrival to 

Burkina. The family are Christians from the Bobo ethnic group. The Sanou family 

has its origins in the village of Koro, about 19 km east of Bobo-Dioulasso. Koro is 

perched on a rocky hill and is these days a `village touristique, ' where many visitors 

come to see the `traditional' dwellings of the Bobo people. 

Today many members of the Grande famille Sanou from Koro live in 

Bobo. They have a large compound with two main buildings. They are better off 
financially than the Bationo family and the fact that there are fewer people living in 

the compound is probably an important sign of their relative prosperity. Just like the 

Bationo family they have a maid who helps with the housework. 

The Sanou are all very religious and regularly attend mass and various 

Church activities and their house is full of religiously inspired paintings and 

statuettes. Their compound is much larger than that of the Bationo family and it is 

quite obvious to the visitor that the family is better off. There are two large buildings 

49 See also Peil 1984. 
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in the compound, one for Mama and the women of the family and the other for 

Dieudonne. There is also a small kitchen on the left side of the compound, with a 

storage room behind. The living area in Dieudonne's house is enormous compared 

to those in the average compound I had worked in and it is painted with eggshell 

colour, whereas most people paint the walls with a dark colour to prevent staining, if 

they can afford the wall paint at all. 

Grandemama is a widow in her seventies. Her husband was a head teacher 

of a primary school. 51 She was born in Yeguere, a Bobo village about 23 km east of 
Bobo. She had 6 children, two of whom had died at a young age. 

She is old and hard of hearing, she spends most of her time sitting on the 

veranda in front of her house (she has her own room in this building) and spinning 

cotton she gets from a cotton field she owns back in the village. She is making 

thread so that a weaver will make her a funeral blanket. 52 Whilst sitting there she 

sips dolo53 and chews tobacco. One of her sisters lives in the same part of town and 

comes over sometimes, so do some other female relatives. Grandemama helps the 

girls with cooking, she mainly cleans and tears the stems off the greens and she 

sometimes sweeps the working area outside the kitchen after she has finished 

working. This is quite unusual for a woman of her age and standing. To me she has 

always been extremely kind and I have never seen her abuse, verbally or otherwise, 

any of the younger people in the compoundsa 

Dieudonne was born in 1965 and is the second youngest of Grandemama's 

children and is not married, nor involved with anyone. He has a degree in agronomy 

and environmental engineering from The University of Kiev in Ukraine. When he 

was a first year student at the University of Ouagadougou, he received a scholarship 

to go and study in what was then the Soviet Union. He is now working for an 

so In Burkina people often referred to a white person's host family as their African family, or their 
Burkinabe family. 
51 She gets a pension from him, which is paid quarterly. 
52 I tried to spin cotton when I was visiting her and was completely useless at it. I said I wished I 
knew how to do it so I could have a blanket made for myself. A good few months after that 
Dieudonne informed me that my cotton thread was ready to be woven and I should send money to 
pay the weaver. 

Millet beer. 
sa As I have already suggested older women are often rude to younger women in the compound, 
especially to their daughters-in-law, maids etc. The above mentioned Canadian intimated that during 
their stay she would yell at Arianne and Solange, but that never occurred while I was visiting. It is 
possible that as my visits were short, mainly a few hours during the day (except for Christmas when I 
spent the night there after the party), she was 'on her best behaviour'. 
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`ecological education' project in Bobo, which is sponsored by the Catholic Mission. 

He earns about 160 pounds a month, which is quite a good salary for local standards. 

He is always on the look out for new projects. He has his own house in the 

compound, which he built with the help of a bank loan. It has two bedrooms, and a 

large living room that extends to a dining area. There is also a bathroom and kitchen 

space (but the installations have not been made yet). He is very active in Church 

activities and is always learning new things. Last year he was learning to play the 

organ and took English lessons. He is a member of the International Christian Youth 

Organisation and had travelled to Rome and Senegal as one of Burkina's 

representatives. He owns a plot of land in his paternal village, Koro, where he 

planted nere trees for the family's supply of sumbala. He is always on the look out 

for new projects and jobs, searching the Internet looking for information on jobs and 

training courses. He has recently sent me an e-mail informing me that he has started 

a three month internship in Belgium. He is the product of a mixture of Western 

education and traditional upbringing. In conversation he can switch from talking 

about supernatural powers of Bobo hunters to condemning the traditional beliefs 

about women being subordinate to men. He has been encouraging people to `save 

the environment' by using a solar powered cooker in his compound, but he will still 

throw plastic bags on the ground in the middle of the bush. Like his mother and 

other members of his family he likes social gatherings and drinking alcohol (dolo 

and whisky are his favourites). 

Edwige was born in 1970. She is Dieudonne's niece. Her mother, 
Dieudonne's older sister, became ill after giving birth to her and died a couple of 

years later. Edwige has always lived with her grandparents. She mentioned her 

father to me once, in an interview, only to say that he lived in Koudougou and that 

when her mother was pregnant, she came to join Grandemama and never went back 

to Edwige's father. Edwige was married to a Mossi man and had two children 

(Celestine 8, Paul 4) with him, but they separated soon after the birth of her second 

child and their divorce became final in the beginning of 2002. She has a room in the 

older building in the compound, which she shares with her two children 

She is a primary-school teacher and works in a school located at the 

opposite side of Bobo. She is a very lively young woman, who likes partying and 

likes to drink, both dolo and other, imported alcoholic drinks. She is currently seeing 

a man whom she met through one of the Church activities. 
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Arianne is the daughter of Grandmama's youngest sister who passed away. 

Despite the fact that she is Dieudonne's cousin, she will refer to him as tonton55 and 

she refers to her aunt as Grandemama. She a very skinny and tall girl, who always 

dresses in modest clothes. She came from Koro to live with the family and help 

Grandemama around the house. She is also an apprentice with a local tailor, learning 

mainly to cross stitch napkins and tablecloth sets. She is a hardworking young 

woman, quite modest and shy. Despite her rather waif-like appearance56 she seems 

to appreciate fashion and beauty; the day after the Miss Burkina Faso contest was 

shown on TV, she told me she wished she could wear the kind of clothes the 

contestants wore. She is very religious and when she prepares tä57 she crosses her 

self before starting to stir. She does most of the housework, because she is around 

more than Solange, but when they are both at home, they share the workload. 

Solange is Edwige's cousin, Dieudonne's niece. She recently finished a 

three-year training at a village centre for young women run by Catholic nuns. It is a 

place where young women learn how to cook and sew, and other practical skills. 

Solange trained to become a seamstress and is now doing an apprenticeship with a 

seamstress in the small market in Sarfalao. Solange is very religious, probably the 

influence of her time with the nuns. She always wears a small wooden cross on a 

string tied around her neck. During the first part of my fieldwork she was at school, 

so she only joined the family at major religious and summer holidays. Together with 

Arianne she does most of the chores around the house, such as cooking, cleaning 

and washing the clothes. They share a room with the maid in the same house as 

Grandemama and Edwige. Their beds have old foam mattresses and no sheets. 

Celestine is Edwige's daughter. Her father is a Mossi, and her parents are 

divorced. She does not like visiting his father or his family in the other part of 

Burkina. She is eight years old and attends primary school. She seemed rather shy 

when I first met her, but once she got used to me she became quite open and liked to 

tell me funny stories in Jula. Her French is very good for a child of her age, probably 

because her mother is a teacher and she is teaching her class. Celestine liked to tell 

me how her mother hit her just as much as she would hit other kids, if she did not 

pay attention during class. Because her great-grandmother (Grandemama) is hard of 

hearing, Celestine is always yelling when she addresses her and I have to remind 

ss Colloquial French for uncle. 
56 It is her style of clothing that makes her appear like that, not her actual stature or features. 
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myself that it is not rudeness, just a practical solution. Whenever I tried to question 

her about food preferences and eating habits, she went back to being a shy little girl, 

who did not like a lot of attention. I had to satisfy myself with her brief answers or 

hope that during our conversations we would accidentally stumble onto a topic that 

would be useful for my research. 

Paul was three when I first met him and he was very shy and spoke almost 

no French. He was also very suspicious of any White person who came to the 

compound. He got very attached to the Canadian volunteers who lived with them for 

a while and I assume that is why he was cautious about getting attached to other 

White people who might leave again. He goes to primary school. Once he gets used 

to having foreigners around he becomes a lively little boy, just as mischievous as 

most of his peers. Like most Bobo children, Paul too likes to drink dolo and at 

parties, if people are not really careful, he might even get a bit tipsy. 58 I would 

always take his dolo glass from his hands and replace it by water and interestingly 

Dieudonne started doing that too, despite the fact that in the beginning he would 

dismiss it as a harmless thing (he would argue he had lots of dolo when he was a 

child and he turned out just fine). 

Les Wattara 

The Wattara are a large extended family of Jula blacksmiths living in an extremely 

crowded compound in the old town of Bobo-Dioulasso. There over a hundred 

people living in the compound that resembles a miniature village. All the people are 
descendants of Jula blacksmiths that had originally come here from the Kong area in 

Cote d'Ivoire. 

My main contact in the Wattara compound is Bintou Wattara, a 36 year old 

woman, who was introduced to me by her cousin Aboubacar, a successful bronze 

sculptor and a leading figure in Bobo's Jula community. Aboubacar suggested her as 

a possible research assistant, as she had been to school, was not married and did not 

57 Millet or maize porridge. 
58 This may seem shocking and totally unacceptable to many people (even the Muslim Burkinabe), 
but Bobo people have always given millet beer to children. It is important to remember that in most 
parts of Africa, where millet or sorghum is grown and used as ingredient for a staple dish, part of the 
year the flour is mainly used for the beer and it becomes the main source of caloric intake for the 
people. In the case of urban population, and particularly the Sanou family, dolo is no longer the main 
source of energy at any time of year. 
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have a permanent job. When I first met her I was not impressed with her, as she 

seemed scruffy and most of all, she seemed older than me. The age difference 

worried me because I felt that I would not be in a position to assume my authority as 

a possible employer. She however was very enthusiastic and we ended becoming 

great friends, and the research part of our relationship became almost a sort of 
background to our friendship. We spent many hours discussing everyday issues, she 

took me with her to all the Jula ceremonies in the town and helped me when I 

interviewed people who did not speak French, the main language of my research. 

Bintou, whose life history I shall discuss in greater detail in the final chapter 

of the thesis, lives in a two-room building that belonged to her father. She shares the 

space with her maternal aunt and her 6 children. Bintou's two daughters, from a 

relationship with a man she could not marry for complicated reasons that I shall 

explore later, live with their grand parents. 
Whenever I went to see Bintou I inevitably had to pass through the Jula 

compound and greet many of the people living there. During my stay I had become 

friends with some of the women in the compounds neighbouring Bintou's and 

sometimes we would all sit together in the afternoons, eat fried yams and bean 

fritters that one of them was selling on the street, observe the passers by and simply 

chat the way Bobolese women do. However, Bintou and I would sometimes get 

away from the compound, she would accompany me on my errands and I on hers; 

often we would ride on my moped across Bobo and back several times a day. 

Sometimes we had an errand to run, at other times we just went to `yala yala' (to 

wander around or faire le vagabondage) as the people in Bobo like to say with a 

slightly negative connotation. 

My friendship with Bintou was a source of conflict and even resentment 
between Fati Fitinin and me. She was of the opinion that Bintou and her family were 

of the class that was not to be associated with, and I, therefore, should not be 

spending time with her beyond my research purposes. She usually avoided speaking 
badly about Bintou in front of me, as she had heard me defend my friend in public, 
but when on a couple occasions they found themselves together because of me, Fati 

Fitinin made it very clear that she thought herself to be much better than Bintou. 

I was put in a difficult position since I did not want to destroy my generally 

good relationships with the Bationo family, but I had also developed a genuine 
friendship with Bintou and did not want people to badmouth her in front of me. My 
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tactics were usually to ignore Fati Fitinin's negative behaviour, but I did tend to 

spend more and more time in Bintou's compound, which did not go down well with 

Fati F. 

And some other (important) people 

The Toure family live in a residential part of the town. Beautiful expatriate 

villas surround the compound, in which they rent two rooms in a building with 

neither door nor electricity. The family consists of a mother, Majuma, her four 

daughters and son and the daughters' children. Majuma is the third wife of a man 

who lives on the other side of the town and who only appears on religious holidays 

when he expects the family to feed him copious amounts of food. 

My main contact in the family is Djeta Toure, whom I met while I was 

staying in Slovene expatriate Ana's house in the same part of town. Djeta used to 

come and wash Ana's clothes, and her daughter, who was a friend of Ana's children, 

came to stay at the house regularly. Djeta is an attractive tall woman in her early 

twenties. She has a daughter who is 7 years old and was in the early years brought 

up by Djeta's older sister. Djeta is not married and works as a cleaner in a small 

hotel next door to her compound, but because there are hardly any clients, she does 

not receive her salary regularly and needs constantly to look for other sources of 

income. She has been helping her mother with a street stand, where they sell 

bananas and ginger and lemon juice. Recently, with the help of Ana's NGO, she has 

participated in a course in mud-cloth and indigo fabric dyeing, and has now begun to 

make much more money than before. She is hoping to save enough money to put a 

deposit on some land and then start building a house in which she might live with 

her mother and sisters. 

Abou Bassinga, is the headmaster of a school that is collaborating with 

Slovene NGO, with which I became involved when its main representative, Ana, left 

the country. Abou was selected to be a local representative of the NGO as he was the 

headmaster of a public school in the centre of Town. He is the main liaison between 

the NGO and the parents of the children whom the NGO was sponsoring. Whenever 

he needed to make major decisions about the workings of the NGO in Ana's 

absence, he came to discuss the matters with me. His visits to the Bationo compound 
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were always under the scrutiny of Mamou and Fati Fitinin, who were sitting in front 

of their house, carefully observing the going-ons in the compound. If he failed to 

greet them appropriately they would let me hear their complaints for at least two 

days and warn me that I better make sure he behaves appropriately next time he 

visits. Bassinga is one of the few people among my Burkinabe acquaintances whose 

Jula is about as limited as mine if not more so. He was born in the north west of 

Burkina and his mother tongue is Gurunsi and he also speaks Moore. People 

sometimes found it funny to watch us address people, as I, the White woman was 

speaking in Jula, and he the Burkinabe man, spoke in French. 

Ismael Sanon is a local dealer of African art and crafts. I fist met him at the 

very beginning of my stay in Bobo through the contacts with one of his major 

buyers, the head of a local unit of a French research institute. He is a man who has 

great aspirations about his business career. He likes talking with people and has been 

a great source of insight to me into the mind of a Burkinabe man. While he is 

constantly on the look out for rich white tourists who would buy a fake African 

mask off him, once he understood that I was a student and not a rich tourist, he 

relaxed and began chatting with me about his childhood in his grandparents' village, 

and about his day-today life in Bobo-Dioulasso. He has several young apprentices 

`working' for him. They are not paid and only receive a small commission on what 

they sell, whereas he pockets the money and only very rarely shares his profits with 

them. These young men were very disgruntled with the way he was treating them 

and often looked for opportunities to let me know that mon ami Ismael was not the 

nice guy I thought he was. 
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1.5 The plan of the thesis 

Now that I have discussed some of the theoretical, practical and ethical ideas that 

have influenced and guided my research and I have also introduced the location and 

the people that I have worked with, I shall, before moving to the main part, provide 

a brief outline of things to come, a plan of the thesis. 

As my movement and actions during fieldwork were mostly influenced by 

those of other people around me, in the beginning by the movement of my host 

family and later by the movements of my assistant/friend Bintou and her family, the 

choice of the issues that are discussed in individual chapters follows that same line 

of serendipitous movement and ad hoc methodology that I discuss above. 
The main part of the thesis therefore starts with my host family and the idea 

of a family meal, which in fact was the initial focus of my research. I spent the first 

few months of my active field research59 participating in preparation of the daily 

meal in the Bationo family. It therefore seems a natural choice for the first 

ethnographic chapter (Chapter 2) to focus on everyday family meals and the 

interactions that evolve from cooking and eating together. While the description of 
food provisioning, preparation and consumption plays an important, almost central 

role of this chapter, the main focus of the chapter lies in the family hierarchy and the 

relationships between individual family members, and in the tensions that are 

revealed in these interactions. Following in line with the red thread of my argument 

-the difficulty of negotiating a position in the reality of everyday life- the chapter 

explores people's ideals about family life and commensality, and at the same time 

parallels them with the real situations. While most of the ethnographic data is based 

on the Bationo compound, I also draw comparison with material from other 

compounds, where I had also participated in preparation and consumption of family 

meals. The chapter also discusses the existing anthropological literature related to 

food and family meals. 

This chapter is followed by the exploration of festive food sharing, and 

focuses on wedding celebrations as symbols of women's struggles to fulfil a role in 

both private and public life and also as a tool for extending one's social relations 

(Chapter 3). Once again, ethnography of food preparation and consumption plays an 

59 The very first two months after my arrival to the field-November and December 2000-were spent 
finding a research site and learning the basic skills in the local language. 
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important narrative role, this time as a background to women's conversations and 

also as a marker of affluence and tradition and/or modernity. I draw here, too, on the 

existing anthropological writing on tradition and modernity in Africa and elsewhere. 

If weddings are a stepping stone to the outside world, and a perfect 

opportunity for women's networking, the chapter that follows (Chapter 4), brings us 

back into the family, which gathers around the TV screen. In this chapter we 

examine the comments of `actors' who watch TV programmes and reflect upon the 

`lived world'. This chapter explores the way people see the society that surrounds 

them, and how they wish to be seen by the people in their immediate surroundings 

as well as by a wider public. The chapter also draws on an existing on anthropology 

and sociology literature of TV watching. 

Following from this indirect talk about the outside world, the penultimate 

chapter (Chapter 5) ventures outside the family compound and into a wider urban 

space. Here the ethnography deals with eating and not-eating `outside, ' and the 

consequences of both. This chapter deals with the danger of gossip and pollution 

that comes from moving in `unknown' places. I also explore the anthropological 

theory concerning the different notions of space and place. 

Finally, in chapter 6, we venture outside `real' everyday life into projections 

about the future. The chapter is a sort of manifesto for an `anthropology of hope and 

happiness' as it deals with people's expectations and aspirations and looks at the 

ways these are `dictated' by people's beliefs and also by the constraints of their 

environment. 

I hope that in reading through these chapters the reader will be able to build 

up a detailed image of the struggles and negotiations that take place in everyday life 

in Bobo-Dioulasso. The choice of the chapters is influenced by the activities that 

dominated the life of the ethnographer in the field. Having immersed myself in the 

field I let myself go, to be guided and/or pushed into various directions. I see these 

chapters as a biographical transcription of my field activities, as a transposition of 

the imprints that the field left on my skin. I spent a long time cooking family meals 

with my informants. We attended many a wedding together, sat and watched TV and 

together made opinionated remarks about the people appearing on the screen. I also 

listened to people's dreams, hopes and plans for the future and shared mine with 

them. It would be dishonest to choose any other way of structuring my thesis. While 

it could be seen as an introvertedly autobiographical way of structuring the thesis, I 
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would argue the opposite. The structure of the thesis is the people's choice: I write 

about the things that they led me to see, hear and participate in. 

The only issue that I have omitted in the thesis are `the dead' and the 

funerals that I attended during my fieldwork. While I recognise the need to give 

attention to them, I have found it too painful an experience to focus on them in this 

thesis. This, however, does not mean that I am lacking in the sense of respect and 

recognition for the lives that had been lost during my life in Bobo. On the contrary, 

it is out of deep respect that I shall remember all of the lost ones in their `aliveness' 

and only if and when I reach the stage when I feel capable of writing about it from a 

selfless position, will I try and write about it all. 
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Chapter Two 

Smells from the family kitchen or who gets the biggest 

chunk of meat 

One cannot eat on one's own 
One of the first things that a foreigner, who comes in contact with the local 

population in Burkina Faso will be told, is that here `one cannot eat on one's own. ' 

Food is meant to be shared. 60 When you sit down in a street restaurant, your 

neighbour who was served before you will offer you food. While travelling in a bush 

taxi, the person seating next to you may grab your attention and point to the food 

that he just bought from a street vendor. He may say to you `Dumuni bey, ' literally 

meaning `There's food, ' which is an invitation to eat with him. 61 

Whenever a stranger arrives in a house, it is through food and drink that 

people express their welcome. Food brings people together and if your host does not 

offer you water to drink and food to eat, they are considered to have bad manners. 

Even in families who have little money one should never refuse food to a visitor and 

everyone who lives under the same roof should be provided for. Paul Stoller writes 

the following about hospitality among the Songhay of Niger: 

"Like other peoples in Sahelian West Africa, the Songhay take great pride in their 

hospitality. "A guest is God in your house, " goes the Songhay adage, and so when 

strangers are accepted as guests in most Songhay compounds they receive the best of 

what their hosts can afford to offer. The host displaces his own kin from one of his 

houses and gives it to the guest. He removes the mattress from his bed and gives it to 

the guest. And then he orders the kinswoman who prepares the family meals to make 
her best sauce for the guest. "(1989: 15) 

This is the `official' discourse or what I refer to as the ideal image of 

hospitality and sharing food with a guest. It is a practice that people all over West 

60 The importance of commensality has been recognised since the very early days of anthropological 
research, with Robertson-Smith (1889). Goody notes that it was seen as 'the great promoter of 
solidarity, of community; the communion of brethren establishes and reinforces common ties. ' 
(1982: 12) 
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Africa pride themselves in performing; although, especially in urban areas, where 

contact with foreigners is more frequent these days, the kind of hospitality 

experienced by Stoller would be a rather rare event. There are probably several 

reasons for this change. Firstly, if the visitor is a white person, they may refuse to 

eat and drink in the compound, for fear of catching a stomach bug, which could be 

the reason why people who are used to contact with non-Africans, have abandoned 

this practice. Secondly, in towns, the frequency of people visiting in an urban 

compound is such that one could hardly afford to feed each person that walks 

through the main gate. And thirdly, and according to many of the older generation, 

the main reason for this change `for the worse' is the fact that in adopting the 

modern style of life people have forgotten `the good old values' (and practices of 

hospitality toward the strangers) in the rush to be like the rest of the world. 

How compatible are the ideals of commensality with ideas of hierarchy? 

I began this chapter by introducing the West-African and Burkinabe food-related 

ideals of sharing and hospitality because: "[a]s a basis for life, food attracts attention 

and is highly divisible, making the distributor or the host the centre of attention for 

food sharing. Commensal occasions create, affirm or reproduce a wide variety of 

social relationships" Messner 1996: 6). This chapter is less about hospitality 

offered to a stranger, however, than an account and discussion of relationships and 

interaction between family members as it can be analysed through food preparation 

and consumption. It is describes everyday practices in a family compound and the 

difficulties of maintaining the ideal situation, the ideal way of life of an equalitarian 

sharing. It is about how large families in urban Burkina Faso cope with the number 

of family members that they need to feed and how they explain the fact that there is 

an unequal distribution of food and other goods among the people living in the same 

family compound. I also explore the role that hierarchy plays in the feeding process 

of a large family and what values related to food sharing and hierarchy are passed on 

to the children through food related situations. 

It is important to acknowledge that in practice hierarchy is the normative 

state of things in most West African societies. As Brand writes: 

61 I use a man to give this example, as women rarely cat outside the house, unaccompanied by their 
husband. 
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"Every relation is hierarchical: total equality is not only inconceivable, it is 

undesirable for the inhabitants of Mande. Whenever a situation of equality between 

persons seems to be teeterring on the brink of becoming concrete, use is made of one 

out of many social mechanisms to create hierarchy. Of these, age is the most 

important [... ]. Other mechanisms are gender, kinship, and social category. Women 

are not always subordinate to men: younger brothers, for instance, should respect and 

obey them. " (2001: 21) 

Similarly Claudia Roth notes that among the Zara of Bobo-Dioulasso respect 

is due to anyone older and the older person can demand a service from anyone 

younger (1996: 104). 

While I cannot disagree with Brand and Roth about hierarchy being the core 

of West African society, I wish to direct attention to the fact that people also bring 

ideas of equality into everyday discourse and I am therefore interested in the 

disparity between what people say to be proper behaviour when it comes to food 

sharing and what their actions tell us. As have already suggested, I am mostly 
interested in the difference between the ideal and the real world and the ways in 

which people negotiate between the two. 

Food is inextricably linked with material and financial resources and poor 

people who do not possess them are left at the mercy of those around them who have 

enough food for themselves and others. In Muslim societies zakäh62 is one of the 

five pillars of Islam and as such a requirement for every good Muslim, but Burkina 

Faso, a largely Muslim country, is full of malnourished and undernourished people, 

while there are people who have plenty of food to eat and share. One problem that 

arises, when one wants to speak about the normal everyday interaction, is the fact 

that as a foreign visitor one is not automatically privy to it. In the first months of my 
fieldwork, when I rented a private room, first at a local language school and then 

with a white expatriate family, I visited the compounds of people whose everyday 

practices I intended to study. Whenever I arrived people would welcome me with a 

big smile on their faces and offer me food and drink. People were being friendly 

with me and among themselves. It always seemed that I was visiting one happy 

62 Zakäh is an Arabic word and stands for the act of giving alms. It is one of the five pillars of Islam 
and "is in effect a tax on one's possessions" (Glass& 2001: 488). A practising Muslim should give one 
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family after another. It was only through time, when I moved into a compound with 
local people and my presence there became less conspicuous, that I had a chance to 

observe the great disparity in the treatment that people receive. During the first 

month of fieldwork, a French Canadian couple told me about their experience of life 

in a local compound, where the young girls were being yelled at and criticised 

almost constantly, by anyone who was older than them and as such higher up the 
hierarchical ladder. Yet whenever I visited this same compound, people came across 

as being polite with one another, so it was difficult to believe that there could be any 
truth in what the Canadians were telling me. Once `the honeymoon period' of 
fieldwork was over, I had a chance to observe, what seemed to me, the mistreatment 

of certain groups of people within several families that I worked with. 

Ideal and real families 

The major part of the ethnographic material presented in this chapter is based on my 

participant observation in the Bationo family compound. As I have already 
introduced the people residing in the compound, I am here turning my attention to 

the most common everyday practices, cooking and eating and to the conversations 

that surround these two activities. 

Before looking at the daily activities involving among the Bationo, I want to 
briefly examine the concept of family and of a family compound in West Africa and 

speculate about what would count as an ideal `famille Bobolaise' and `cour 

familliale. ' I argue that an ideal family, just like any other ideal, in any society, 

exists only in people's minds and perhaps in primary school reading books, but for 

the purpose of this exercise let us assume that in the West an ideal family is a 

nuclear one, consisting of a mother, father and their children. This is considered to 

be the ideal and the expected form of family, despite the fact that there are probably 

more single parent households in the West then ever before and divorce rates are 
high in many Western countries. Pine argues that "in Euro-American discourse the 

concept of the family is politically and ideologically loaded" and based on 
"culturally contested ideas about the correct or moral ways in which people should 

conduct their lives (2002: 223). 

fortieth of his income to the people in need and if one does not have an income, they should be a 
giving and sharing person encouraging other people to do good deeds. 
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In Bobo, a predominantly Muslim town, where both monogamy and 

polygamy are legally recognised forms of marriage, the family ideals are different 

from those described above, but are nonetheless politically and ideologically loaded. 

As in most Sub-Saharan African countries, in Burkina it is considered normal for an 

extended family to live together. Therefore in an ideal setting a family compound 

would consist firstly of a man and all his wives. Secondly all the children below the 

marriageable age, plus all the married sons, their wives and their children. And in an 

urban setting one must not forget all the semi-permanent visitors from the family 

village. In this ideal setting63 men are the ones who provide women with the money 

for preparing food, while women repay their husbands by preparing their daily food 

and taking good care of their children and by behaving in `a God-fearing way. ' 

Considering what I know of the Bationo family and of the other Bobolese families, 

it would be correct to conclude that they fail to adhere to the ideal. 

Africanists focusing on urban areas have since the 1950s spoken about the 

changes in African marriage and family life (Phillips 1953, Marris 1961, Oppong 

1983, Peil and Sada 1984, Parkin and Nyamwaya 1987). However, the same way the 

anthropological assertions that new principles of kinship need to be established due 

to the changes in the reproductive technologies and the growing rate of male and 

female infertility (Holy 1996), seem to have bypassed the average person in the 

West, who is still striving to achieve the 2,4 biologically related children, it seems 

that the average Burkinabe still wishes the family life were more like in the days of 

their grandparents. 64 That is, a family where traditions are maintained, where the 

`way of the grandparents' is not just a discourse but also a practice. However, the 

changes to the lifestyle of an average Burkinabe, who is living in an urban setting, 

do not allow for such traditions to be maintained. 

The Bationo compound is inhabited by a widow and many of her unmarried adult 

children, some of them living there with their out-of-wedlock children. Because 

Mama's oldest male child is unemployed, Mama is the one who provides most of 

the food for the family, which she buys with the money from her pension and the 

rent she gets for her plot she has in another part of Bobo. Because the plot belonged 

63 For a detailed description of Burkinabe concepts of the ideal roles of husbands and wives, see 
Thorsen 2002. 
64 The saying 'le temps des nos grandparents' was very often used by my informants to refer to `the 
good old days'. 
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to the father of the family, the children see it as their birthright65 to benefit from the 

rent money. Mama's two unmarried daughters who live in the compound often 

criticise her for being away66 and leaving them with the responsibility of feeding the 

family. 67 

A day in the life of the Bationo family (and their tubabu muso) 

`Aw ni sogoma , 68 

I first wake up before the crack of dawn, if only to get a rock and throw it at a 

rooster whose body clock is running ahead and has made it his life mission to wake 

me up at an ungodly hour. Everyone else is still asleep, blissfully unaware of the 

mad woman throwing rocks at Mama's prize rooster. Soon after, at about 4.30 AM 

the muezzin calls to prayer. `Allaaaahu akbar, allaaaahu akbar. ' A few more times 

and then it is quiet again. Twenty minutes later another mosque calls: `Allaaaahu 

akbar, Allaaaahu akbar. ' There are still no noises from the other rooms. It is at 

about quarter to six the maid comes out and starts sweeping the compound floor. 

Swish, swish, swish. Sweeping away all the leaves that have dared to fall on the 

ground at night, and all the rubbish that people threw away. If I get up and look 

through my window-blinds I can see the doors to people's houses opening. Fati F. 

walks towards the toilet with her night pot in her left hand. She re-emerges soon 

after, and walks to the kitchen checking the stove for the hot water. She tests the 

temperature with her hand and realises it is not hot enough. `Madina, ' she yells, 

`Madina. ' No one answers. She yells again. Madina emerges from her room 

`Tantie? ' `Why is the water not hot? How do you expect me to shower with this? ' 

Madina tries to say something in her defence, but there is already a new demand 

coming in her direction. This time it is from Mamou, who wants her to go and buy 

some Nescafe and bread for breakfast. Madina takes the money and slowly walks to 

65 A widow is entitled to a pension (if she married before the husband retired) and a place in the 
family, but it is the children who inherit their father's property. 
66 Mama is often away attending funerals and these can take days or even weeks. 40 days after the 
burial there is a special sacrifice and if the funeral takes place in a remote village, Mama will stay 
there until this is over. 
67 They have to provide the money for the sauce while Mama is away and although I cannot be 
absolutely certain that this is always the case, Mama normally leaves them money for 'naansongo' 

while she is away. 
68 Good morning (Jula). 
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the corner shop. Her steps seem to be saying `I may have to serve you, but I'll do it 

in my own time. ' As she passes my room I greet her `I ni sogoma, Madina' Good 

morning. `Heere sirawa? ' Did you have a peaceful night, she replies as she walks 

past. She smiles mischievously. I take it as a smile acknowledging Fati F. 's less than 

cheerful mood and I smile back. 

I pick up my selidaga and shake it to check for water. Just enough left to 

wash my face. Then I take my red plastic mug and walk to Mamou's and Fati Fs 

lounge. Mamou is just about to pour the boiled water into the thermos. I greet her 

and she replies while she gestures for me to bring my mug closer so that she can 

pour some hot water into it. I look for a tea bag on the table, but there are none. I 

take my mug and put it on the table in my room and run over to the corner shop to 

get a bag of Lipton tea. I am not as graceful and proud as Madina. I run. Burkinabe 

women do not run. 

As I step outside the compound I see Madina walking slowly back with her 

purchase. `Hurry, ' I tease her, `Tantie is already yelling for you. ' In the corner shop 

Moussa, the shopkeeper's apprentice, is sleeping on the counter, `Aw ni sogoma, ' I 

say loudly, but he does not move. I try again. Now he lifts his head and says `A 

somogodow, tubabu muso? ' How are the people of your family, White woman? I 

buy my bag of Lipton and a quarter of a baguette with a little margarine spread in it. 

Walking back I greet Djata, our neighbour and Madina's best friend, who is sitting 

on the street in front of her family compound selling millet gruel. `Liza, I ti baga 

min bi? ' she asks me. You're not drinking gruel today? I point to my bread and 

shake my head. Tomorrow, I say and walk on. She makes delicious millet gruel and 

always sells out. And when I come to get my 25 FCFA worth of baga, she always 

gives me one extra serving. On the days when her sister replaces her, I get my 

money's worth, no more no less. 

When I come back to the compound most people have emerged. Ahmed 

walks past me holding his selidaga. He does not greet me, which means he has not 

done his morning toilet yet. I can remember how Fati F. refused to say Good 

morning to me, until I washed my face. Now I always try to make sure I do so, 

before greeting people, though I still forget sometimes. Most people do not mind my 

mistake, but Fati F. scolds me if I do so. 

I am sitting on the steps in front of my room, eating my baguette, and 

waiting for my tea to cool down. Fati Koroba emerges from her house, wearing her 
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prayer shawl and holding her prayer beads in her hand. She greets me. The women 
in the compound pray after they have woken up, but not as early as the muezzin's 

calls suggest. Mama is the only one to pray regularly at the mosque around the 

corner. Her three old friends come and get her every morning just before seven and 

they walk to prayer together. A couple of the older women are a generation older 

than Mama, which puts them in a joking relationship with Mamou and her siblings. 
Mamou takes every opportunity to teasingly insult `the grandmothers. ' And they get 
back at her every chance they get. 

Then the telephone in Mamou and Fati F's lounge rings. It is my mother 

checking up on me from Slovenia. As I sit there and speak to her, Fati and Mamou 

are sitting by the table, eating their breakfast. Fried eggs, bread and avocado. On a 

good day, the eggs are replaced by a tin of sardines. They drink Nescafe with their 

meal. As my phone call ends, I get up and greet Fati F. I also extend my mother's 

regards to both of them. Fati is already dressed for work and after breakfast she gets 

on the mobylette and drives off to work. She does not greet any of the younger 

people as she drives past them. The only people she greets in the morning are her 

mother, her sister Mamou and her sister-in-law Fati Koroba. If the youngsters greet 
her, she might reply, depending on her mood. Even I, her terimuso, do not always 

get a hello back, let alone a greeting as such. I never thought one could exercise such 

authority with a simple withdrawal of greeting. 
Once Fati has left, Mamou calls Madina and gives her a plate with bread, 

avocado and fried eggs and a cup of coffee. As this interaction takes place no words 

are exchanged, since Madina knows well that is Mama's breakfast. She takes it to 

Mama's side of the compound and puts it on a little stool next to Mama's chair. 

Madina's services do not get a thank you. The only reaction she gets is when she 

accidentally drops the bread or spills some coffee. 

In the mean time Fati Koroba had finished her prayers and she calls for 

Madina to come and fry some eggs for her. 69 She is explaining to me how she 

cannot eat rice in the morning any longer as it makes her constipated and leaves her 

feeling sick with what she describes a `heavy stomach' all day. Today she is eating 

69 Fati K. is of the age when she can demand services from anyone younger. She does not have to 
carry her own bath water, nor that of her husband. She does not have to bathe her youngest son, nor 
wash her clothes. She can ask the maid or any of the younger women in the family. Despite the fact 
that she was not born into this family, she married into it before the arrival of any of the younger 
women, therefore she can give them orders. However, she is inferior to Mamou, Fanta and Fati F. and 
needs to show them adequate respect. 
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light, she tells me. Light in this case is three eggs, fried in a large quantity of oil, 

accompanied with sliced onion. She asks me: Tu connais ca? (Do you know this? ) I 

tell her that people often have eggs for breakfast in Europe. `I know, ' she tells me, 

`but you don't do it with onions. You eat it plain. But, moi je veux que ca fait 

beaucoup' I want there to be a lot and that is why I add onions. ' So she eats her eggs 

accompanied with a whole baguette. She has eaten two eggs and offers the third one 

to Madina who has not eaten yet. Madina says she doesn't like the eggs with onions. 

She likes them plain. So Fati K. tells her to fry the eggs the way she wants them, but 

only after she (Madina) finishes frying Bakary's eggs. Both Bakary and Madina 

prefer eggs without the onion. 

It seems to me that Fati K. is in a good mood today, as she is generous to 

Madina. It must mean that yesterday she got lots of presents from her clients at the 

train station... 

Discussion of breakfast and early morning practices 

The above passage is based on an excerpt from my field notes. It is an account of 

more or less typical morning events in the Bationo family. While lunch is provided 

for everyone in the compound, at breakfast and dinner people are left to their own 

devices and financial means. The only people who regularly eat breakfast are Mama, 

Fati F. and Mamou, Fati K. and her husband Amadou. Fati K. will usually also feed 

her children, although they might sometimes leave for school without eating. 

Madina may be given some left-over bread and coffee by Fati K, but never from 

their unmarried aunts. While the unmarried aunts have a breakfast that consists at 

least of buttered bread and coffee, on occasion accompanied by fried eggs, sardines 

or avocado and they serve the same to Mama, they never share it with any of the 

orphaned children, who cannot afford to buy their own breakfast. After I had moved 

out of the compound at the end of the main period of fieldwork and Fanta, their 

widowed elder sister came to live in the compound with her three children. Mamou 

and Fati F. do not offer any food to their nephews and niece, whose mother is too 

poor to buy breakfast for them. 70 

The two women have recently started providing breakfast for Assetou's baby 

son, the youngest child in the family who, during my last stay in 2003, was 2 and a 
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half years old. Despite their constant arguments with Assetou, they treat her baby 

with much tenderness. The baby's name is Bashir and they call him Papa, because 

he is named after their father. They sometimes also give some bread and milk to 

their favourite niece, Kadi and nephew, Souleymane. These two also receive snacks 

during the day, while the children of their widowed sister, who are of the same age 

group and play with their two cousins, are ignored. 

The reason behind this is the fact that there has been an ongoing dispute 

between the two unmarried sisters and the widow, and because they are not on 

speaking terms, the spinsters use the children as a tool in their dispute. They give 
food treats to the son and daughter of their oldest and youngest brother respectively, 

but not to the children of their oldest sister, who are the same age and most of the 

time play and hang around with their two cousins. 
While such behaviour is often the case among co-wives in polygamous 

marriages where the man fails to treat the wives equally, 71 it is much more rare 

among the siblings. It is quite possible that the two spinsters resent the fact that since 

their widowed sister moved back into the compound, the family budget has been 

stretched further and this may mean less extras for the two of them, but in 

conversation they would never admit to that. They would also never admit72 to 

having preferences among their nieces and nephews and will argue that they treat 

everyone equally. They say that their sister is a mean person, always looking for 

trouble and her children are badly behaved and do not deserve to be treated 

favourably. 

The adolescents and other young people in the compound will mostly skip 

breakfast. Celestine and Hadama both have to walk to their school, which is about 

20 minutes away. As classes start at 7 AM, they need to leave early if they wish to 

be on time. 73 As the only person who gives money to the youngsters for breakfast is 

on occasion Fati Koroba, who wakes up after they'd left for school, they cannot 

count on money for breakfast. Ahmed, who is Mamou's favourite nephew, will 

70 I could observe this during my return visit in 2003. 
71 According to Koran a man is allowed up to four wives, but he has to be able to provide for them 
equally. 
72 Because of my fictive kinship role as a younger sister of Mamou and Fati F., I was never in a 
position to directly question their words or actions. However I had made my position in this dispute 
clear to everyone, when during my return visit in 2003, I offered food treats to all the youngsters and 
I also bought a tin of powdered milk to Fanta's children for breakfast. 
73 Hadama often oversleeps and is late for class. His late arrivals plus the fact that he does not study 
hard have caused him being expelled from school in 2003, after he failed 6 'h grade for the third time. 
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sometimes get a piece of bread from her, but at other times he will go to work at the 

flour mill without having breakfast. 

Assetou used to buy millet gruel for breakfast, which she shared with her 

baby, but since the Tanties have started feeding her son in the mornings, she might 

have some bread, which her husband brings from the bakery where he's been 

working of late. 

Among the people of Bobo-Dioulasso, in general, breakfast is not considered 

to be a main meal. In the hierarchy of daily meals it takes a third place, after lunch 

and dinner. A 1963 comparative report on eating practices of one urban and one 

rural family suggested that in the urban family's breakfast consisted of leftover to 

from the day before, whereas the village family may have skipped breakfast 

altogether or prepared a proper meals in the morning before going to the fields and 

skipped lunch (ALI 1.737 1963: 1,5). Even today many of my informants will have 

leftovers for breakfast and the type of breakfast that Mamou and Fati F. eat is not 

typical. It can be understood both as a sign of affluence and modernity, since it 

includes types of food that are often referred to as tubabu dumuni or White man's 

food. These food items, such as sardines, Nescafe and powdered milk, margarine 

and The Laughing Cow cheese are substantially more expensive than buying a bowl 

of millet gruel or diluting leftover td. A Lipton tea bag costs 25 FCFA for the 

original and 15 FCFA for a cheaper version. A tin of sardines costs between 500 and 

700 FCFA, which is equivalent to the amount of money that will be spent on the 

meat for the daily meal of the whole Bationo family. At the same time 25 FCFA 

buys enough millet gruel to feed one person in the morning. The minimum monthly 

salary of a person who is in official employment is 25.000 FCFA, but the average 

Burkinabe is not employed. In the Bationo compound, the only two people with 

more or less steady jobs and regular income are Fati Fitinin and Fati Koroba. Mama 

gets a pension of 30.000 FCFA per month, but that is not enough to feed the family. 

She also gets money from a plot that the family lets to a car mechanic and that adds 

to the monthly income. While most of Mama's pension goes to feed the family, the 

other earners (Fati F. and Fati K. ) claim to help with family expenses, but I could 

never confirm that fact. 

Eating tubabu dumuni in the morning is therefore not simply a sign of 

Western taste, but a statement of one's social standing within the family and of 

one's affluence. This affluence is particularly conspicuous when people buy a whole 
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tin of Nescafe, or a box of Lipton tea bags, instead of buying individual tea bags or 

single servings of coffee powder every morning. In a society where people buy 

many things on credit and where most food items are bought in small quantity on the 

day of the preparation, buying ahead is again a sign of one's good financial position. 

Mamou has been a particularly conspicuous consumer since she started working for 

the NGO run by her Dutch sister in law. While her work was initially on a volunteer 

basis, she is now being paid74 and has received an up-market motorbike and an 

expensive mobile phone to facilitate her work. Apart from a flashy means of 

transport, expensive food is another way of making a statement about her new 

achieved status. 

`Aw ni tile'75 

It is 8.30 AM and most people have left for work or school, Madina is waiting in the 

compound to be told what she will be cooking today. I am sitting next to her, 

keeping her company. I told her I was going to help her prepare the meal today and 

promised to give her a lift with my mobylette to the market to buy the necessary 

ingredients. It is either Mama or the girl who is cooking that day who goes to the 

market. While Mama might take a taxi and go to the central market, referred to as 

logobaa, the girls will walk to one of the two small markets, referred to by the 

French term cinq heures. 76 Today Madina and I are going to cinq heures east of our 

compound. Mamou tells Madina what to buy and gives her the money. Madina 

suggests that the amount of money will not be sufficient for all the ingredients, 

because the price of onions is steep at the moment. Mamou says: `It's all Mama's 

left me with, so it will have to do. ' I start pushing my mobylette when Bakary runs 

over and says `I'll do it. ' I tell him he is not big enough, but he insists. `Anyway, why 

are you not in school? ' I ask him. He tells me the teachers have a meeting and 

classes are off today. I tell him to go and revise for his exam, but he laughs at me 

and says `I know everything already. ' He starts the engine for me, and Madina and I 

get on the bike and drive off to the market. I ask her what we are cooking today. 

74 I could not find out how much her wages were. 
75 Good day (from 12 PM on). 
76 These are markets found in every quarter of Bobo-Dioulasso and their name meaning five o'clock 
refers to the fact that they were originally opened at that time of the afternoon, when the market 
sellers from the central market came around with what was left over. 
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`Jabajii' she tells me. Jabajii used to be my favourite sauce when I first moved in 

with the Bationo. It is a thick sauce made with grated onions and courgettes and is 

eaten with rice. But we ate it everyday for a month when onions were in season and 

after I could not stand it anymore. Madina asks `Do you like jabajii? ' `It's fine, ' I 

say, `but I prefer tigedigenaan. ' `What is your favourite food, ' I ask her. `Gwanaan, ' 

she tells me. Unlike Madina, whose favourite sauce is gwaanaan, the slimy okra 

sauce, which is always eaten with to, I like the sauces that accompany rice. Both 

jabajii and tigedigenaan, a peanut paste sauce, are served with rice. 

After about 5 minutes we arrive at the nearby cinq heures market and park 

the mobylette. The place is swarming with people who are selling things and calling 

out to the customers who are inquiring about the price and checking the 

merchandise. Unlike with non-food items, vegetables, fruits and other food items at 

the small market have a non-negotiable price77 that is based on the particular season. 

Things are sold in piles, e. g. five tomatoes for 100 FCFA, three limes for 50 FCFA, 

three balls of sumbala for 25 FCFA. At the very beginning of the rainy season, when 

tomatoes are scarce and the only ones available are small and semi-rotten, the price 

for a pile of five may double, or even triple. 

Madina has bought most of the goods and I am carrying them in a bag, 

which, to great disappointment of all the small boys selling plastic bags of all shapes 

and sizes, we had brought with us from the house. The vendors of bags also double 

as porters and are offering their services to me. Madina shushes them away. 

Now that we have what we need, we go back to the mobylette, give a 25 

FCFA coin to the beggar who was minding it, and drive off. When we arrive back to 

the house, we put the purchase into a straw basket and sit on little stools under the 

mango tree outside the kitchen. I go to wash two knives and we start peeling the 

onions and the courgettes. I suggest to Madina I will grate the onions, but then 

remember that I cannot bear my eyes burning, so instead I peel the garlic and start 

pounding it in the mortar. Mamou comes over, checking the onions we bought and 

comments on how small they are. She asks Madina if she got the tomato 

concentrate, and Madina tells her there was some left from yesterday, and shows the 

remnants of the thick red paste in the rusty tin. Mamou hands us the meat that was 

77 The prices are fixed for regular customers, however if a man who is not familiar with grocery 
prices were to come and buy vegetables, the vendors may try to cheat him. Same thing may happen to 
a White person enquiring about vegetable prices 
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kept from the day before, when someone offered the family a large piece of beef, 

and tells Madina to make sure she cleans it well as there may be some ants. 

In the meantime Madina has set the hearth. I can smell the rubber band, 

which she used to light the fire. 78 She puts the pot on the hearthstone and continues 

washing the rice. Meanwhile I have grated the courgettes and the remaining onions. 

My eyes sting a little, but I try not to let it show. When the pot is hot enough Madina 

pours in the oil and then leaves it to heat up properly. Then she adds the meat. Drops 

of hot oil splash out, when the meat falls in. After a few minutes79 we add the onions 

and then the courgettes. We keep the ingredients sizzling for a while. We then add a 

few very ripe tomatoes that Madina crushed with her hand. When all of this seems to 

be cooking properly we add water and when the water has been boiling for about 10- 

15 minutes we add 4 or 5 stock cubes, tomato concentrate, crushed garlic and salt. 

This has to boil for about an hour, until it reaches a semi thick consistency. As it is 

boiling away, Mamou comes to check on our work. She points to the metal spoon 

that is in the basket and I hand it to her. She then stirs the sauce and uses the spoon 

to drop a bit of sauce on the palm of her right hand, so that she can taste the sauce. 

One should never lick a spoon, nor should one dip one's finger into the sauce. I 

wonder what they would say if they knew how I lick the spoon with which I am 

stirring the food when I cook. 

`Kogo taara', says Mamou. There's no salt. `Kogo baara' replies Madina. 

There is salt. `Dooni farakan' Add a little, says Mamou and Madina adds some salt 

to the sauce. Mamou gestures her to add some more. Then she stirs the sauce with 
her large spoon and says "A ka nyi. ' That's fine. And she walks away. 

Just before noon, both the sauce and rice are ready and Madina collects the 

pots in which the food will be served. She needs to divide the food into several 

servings, according to the eating groups. This requires special skills and can be a 

delicate issue, as one has to respect the family hierarchy. Madina knows well how to 

do this, but sometimes Fati K., if she is not away at work, will oversee the task and 

advise Madina on whose portion is too generous and whose too small. 

78 In Burkina people use a thin stripe of black rubber, which is sold in bunches at the market, to start 
the fire, as it is the fastest way to do it, but the result is a thick and toxic smoke that emanates from 
the burning rubber. My informants were not aware that the rubber smoke was toxic. 
79 If the meat had been fresh and not already cooked and saved from the day before, it would be 
cooked for at least ten minutes, until golden brown, before other ingredients would be added. 
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Today, however, Madina is doing the job herself. I cannot help in this task 

since I have no appreciation for meat and cannot tell which chunks are the best. The 

most generous serving goes to Mamou, Fati F., Mama and me. 80 Our food is served 

in two pots, a large one for rice or to, and a smaller one for the sauce. The second 

serving goes to Fati F., Amadou and their two sons. They also get a generous 

serving of rice and a selection of good meat cuts. Their pots, like the ones for our 

serving, are of better quality than those of the rest of the family. The serving that is 

given to widow Fanta and her three children is smaller than the first two. I try to ask 

Madina why, but she suggests that there is enough for them. Assetou, Yacouba and 

their baby son get a separate serving as well. And so do Madina and Celestine. The 

rest of the people get individual food bowls. I note that Hadama's and Youssouf's 

plastic bowls are getting a bit worn out and have some cracks. 

Once the food has been divided into bowls and pots, I take each serving, 
Madina reminds me who it is for, and I carry it to the room of that person. In the 

case of Mamou and Fati F. I know well what to do. I ask Mamou if we are eating 

outside and as she confirms that, I get a stool, put it next to her chair and I set the 

food on the stool. Then I get three plastic plates and two spoons, one for serving the 

rice and one for the sauce and I put them next to the food. Mamou says `I ni gwa. ' 

Thank you for cooking. 81 `Nse, ' I reply. 

I also take food to the other people, I put Fati K. 's servings on to the table in 

her lounge, I leave Assetou and Yacouba's servings on their doorstep. And so on, 

until I've distributed all the food. 

Now that the food is ready I sit next to Mamou, waiting for Fati F. to come 
back from work so we can eat. As the youngest person in the eating group I am not 

allowed to serve myself until the oldest one has done so, or had at least instructed 

me to serve myself. An exception to this is Mama, whose food is in the same 

serving. She eats on her side of the compound and often serves herself after Mamou 

and Fati F., since she may be in the mosque or at the market at the time of serving, 

she eats when she gets back. Mamou and Fati F. always make sure that there is 

enough food left for her. 

80 During my fieldwork I was part of this eating group, but I had not noticed any difference in the size 
of the serving in the event Mama or one of the two sisters being absent. I also cannot say whether the 
serving was smaller when I was away. When I had a guest staying with me for a day or two, we 
would get a separate serving. 
81 This can be said after the meal has been served, but it is more commonly used to greet a person 
who is sitting by the hearth cooking. 
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While I am sitting and waiting for Fati F to arrive I am watching the young 

people gathering together to keep each other company while they eat from their 

individual bowls. I wonder if they wish they all ate from the same dish... 

Discussion about acquisition, preparation and distribution of the main daily 

meal 

Unlike in an `ideal family' where a man would be responsible for providing the 

money for the food, in the Bationo compound it is Mama, who has the responsibility 

of `feeding' people. She buys most82 of the sacks of rice and corn flour and she 

allocates the daily food allowance referred to as naan songo or the price of sauce. In 

an average family it is the man who gives the naan songo to the wife on daily basis. 

Mama's age and social status prevents her from cooking for the family and the 

preparation of the daily meal is entrusted into the hands of one of the younger 

unmarried women in the family. 83 The only thing that mama does cooking-wise is 

cutting up large pieces of meat if they slaughter an animal. Otherwise she will only 

oversee the preparation and give advice. She never stirs the pot herself, unless there 

is no one around to do so. As there are usually three young women living in the 

compound, they take turns in cooking the daily meal. The three young women are 

treated equally, despite their rather different origin and position in the family. 

Celestine, who at 21 is the youngest of three, is Mama's adopted granddaughter, one 

of the illegitimate daughters of Mama's adopted son. Celestine lives in the 

compound in order to attend the local high school and hence she only cooks on 

Sundays and sometimes prepares food in the evenings. Madina, who is a few years 

older, is a daughter of one of Mama's brothers in law and was brought from Abidjan 

in her early teens. The third one is Assetou, who is the mother of Mama's youngest 

grandson, Bashir. Assetou is the only rebellious one, the only one who tries to stand 

up against the authority of Mamou and Fati Fitinin and rebel against the numerous 

chores that they assign her. She often packs her bags and leaves the compound to go 

and stay with her parents, if she feels she is not being treated correctly, but she soon 

comes back to her `husband', who always takes her side, whatever the cause of the 

82 Sometimes the family may be given a sack of rice or flour from a wealthy relative or family friend. 
83 Cf. Stoller, who writes: "When they became elders, Nigerien women happily relinquished their 
domestic duties to their younger in-laws. In their view, years of hard work give them the right and 
privilege to be waited on" (1999: 47). 
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argument. This is the reason why Yacouba and Fati F. are not speaking to each 

other. 

Madina and Celestine share a room and a bed and are closer to each other 

than to Assetou. Assetou, who as their `uncle's' partner could technically be their 

superior, sometimes tries to demand certain respect from the two of them, but 

because of her uncertain future in the family, she usually ends up pulling the shortest 

straw in an argument. Because of Assetou's constant `departures' and Celestine's 

school hours, it is Madina who does most of the cooking. 

While, within a married couple, it is the woman who decides what meal shall 

be cooked that day, in this case, the girls (Madina, Assetou or Celestine) have only a 

partial say in the final decision. The choice of the dish depends on what vegetable is 

in season and what ingredients are already available in the compound. Because of 

the hot climate this will probably be limited to the type of food items that can be 

conserved outside the fridge for at least a day or two, such as onions, perhaps beans, 

a bell pepper or two and some dried or smoked fish. Meat is sometimes deep-fried 

and kept in a basket or a pot overnight, but that can attract ants or flies, of which the 

first are considered to be more of a nuisance. Rice and maize or other flour are kept 

in big sacks and are usually stored for months. 84 Heat and insects are not the only 

reasons for not storing a lot of ingredients in the house. The main reason behind the 

everyday visit to the market is financial. Especially in the households where the man 

hands out the money, the women cannot afford to buy more than what is needed on 

the day. While some of the men I have interviewed had mentioned that they would 

prefer to give a lump sum to their wives once a month, they all agreed that it was 

impossible as the woman may be tempted or in need of spending the money on 

something else, which would result in the naan songo running out before the end of 

the month. Because of this most ingredients are bought on the day, except in the 

cases of families where the man is working in a different town and only comes home 

on fortnightly or monthly basis, in which case the man gives money for the whole 

time he is going to be absent. 

There is not a great variety in the dishes being prepared every day. The staple 

food is rice or a maize porridge, both of which are accompanied by a sauce. The 

sauce may vary from one season to another according to the vegetables that are 

84 It is only the very poor families that are obliged to buy flour on a daily basis, because they cannot 
afford to buy a large sack in advance. 
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being harvested, but every family will have a repertoire of about six or less different 

dishes that will appear on the menu over the year, sometimes the same dish being 

eating a week in a row. In my host family the four most common dishes were rice 

with jabajii, rice with tigedigenaan, to with sauce made of various greens, referred 

to by a generic name furaburunaan, or to with a okra85 or baobab leave sauce 

accompanied by a gravy-like meat sauce, known locally as la soupe or naanjii. 
As the meal has to be ready by noon, a traditional lunch hour, the girl will 

start cooking between 9 and 10 A. M. She will light the fire and put the water to boil 

in a large pot, in which she will later cook either rice or porridge. Despite the fact 

that the number of people eating the meal may vary, 86 the quantity of rice and sauce 
does not. In her study of the Bemba of Northern Rhodesia, Audrey Richards notes 

that the woman will not increase or reduce the amount of food she prepares 

according to the number of people she is cooking for, as she is used to having the 

numbers vary on daily basis, she prepares a set amount and then divides the food 

into the common dishes. She goes on to say that `the Bemba woman does not appear 

to calculate her supplies, consciously at any rate, on the basis of a fixed amount per 

person per day' (Richards 1961[1939]: 152). The same holds true for most 
households in Bobo-Dioulasso. The woman who is cooking does not measure the 

ingredients, but has an idea of how much food, more or less, should be enough for 

the number of people in the compound, give or take a few. Quite often the quantity 

of ingredients depends on the price at the time of purchase, an onion sauce is much 

thicker when onions are in season, and more liquid when they become scarce just 

before the start of the rainy season. 
Once the meal had been cooked it is time to divide it between the different 

eating groups. This seems to be the most delicate part of the feeding process as there 

are many rules and elements that need to be considered if one wishes to do it 

correctly so as not to offend any of the people who are above one in the family 

hierarchy. 

My host family is one of the more `Western' oriented families when it comes 

to food and eating as they no longer eat in the `traditional' 87 way which consists of 

85 Fresh okra is called gwan and dried okra powder gwanmugu, while baobab leaves are referred to as 
sirafuraburu. 
86 There may be people visiting or some of the people from the compound may be travelling. 
87 For a detailed description of traditional forms of commensality among the Mande population of 
Mali see Dumestre 1996. 
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women and children eating together from one dish and men eating from a different 

one. 

According to Amadou, eldest son of the family, it was their father, a primary 

school headmaster, who encouraged them to eat from separate dishes and sitting at a 

table. Because of that, food is divided in several dishes, according to eating groups. 

The distribution of sauce and meat into serving bowls is considered to be the most 

difficult and most important part of the cooking process and Fati K. will supervise it, 

if she is not working at the time. She takes great pride in making sure that everyone 

gets the share they deserve. 

Family hierarchy and inequality in food distribution and general treatment 

While it is clear that every person living in the compound will get a meal at lunch 

time and that they were probably given enough to have a small amount left over for 

their evening meal, it is also obvious that the amount and the quality varies from 

person to person, mostly according to age. Older people get a better choice of food 

than the younger ones, which is a common practice in many African societies 

(Brand 2001, Roth 1996). Age stratification is evident in everyday interaction88 and 

it does not seem to be questioned by anyone. Adults sometimes explain the great 

amount of housework that children have to do as something quite acceptable, 

something they've all been through and now they can enjoy adulthood, which means 

that they can ask anyone who is younger to do their housework for them. Yet most 

of the women I interviewed spoke of how difficult it was being an adolescent girl 

and having to do all the housework and being treated with no respect. While there is 

a clear gender division of labour and adult men will never do any the household 

duties, the age hierarchy allows women to assign household chores, such as fetching 

the firewood and water, to adolescent boys. 

Audrey Richards noted that there was no such thing as equality in food 
89 distribution with the family or larger community. While she observed that `nobody 

88 For more on age hierarchy among the Mossi of the central Burkina Faso, see Gruenais 1985. He 

writes about the relations between the elders and the juniors within a family and how the word of a 
junior doesn't have any meaning in what he calls the `domestic universe'. It is the elders who have 
the final say in every issue concerning the family and there is a 'total absence of consideration of any 
individual initiative at all ` (Gruenais 1985: 244). 
89 For more on unequal food distribution in African and other non-European households, see Carloni 
1981, Hartog 1972, McIntosh and Zey 1989. 

88 



eats alone' she also noted that not every eating group is catered for in the same way 

(Richards 1961[1939]: 122-23). And the group that was probably least catered for 

were adolescent boys. She writes that `[b]oys of 9 or 10 are considered too old to eat 

with the women and are expected to forage for themselves. They trap birds and 

moles, sit hungrily around the young men's nsaka90 waiting for remains, and only 

occasionally are lucky enough to get a special dish cooked for themselves' (ibid: 

123). 

In the case of my host family the children who are the worst off are the 

orphans who have been entrusted into the care of the family after their parents had 

passed away. These are Hadama, Ismael and Celestine. Their father, who was not 

Mama's biological child, but was entrusted to her as a child, died of AIDS a few 

years ago and left behind several children. Mamou and Fati F. have been treating 

them as second-rate relatives during the time of my stay in the compound. Another 

daughter arrived from her village during my stay and Fati F. reacted rather strongly 

to her arrival. In a conversation with Mamou she suggested that there were enough 

mouths to feed as it was and the family did need any more refugees. The girl was 

finally sent off to look after an elderly great-aunt, who lived in a compound nearby. 

Adults, particularly Mamou and Fati F., but also their brother Tonton, 

insulted these youngsters, especially the two boys, on a daily basis, calling them 

stupid, dirty and greedy. Myriam Roger-Petitjean noted that children who are 

entrusted in the care of relatives are usually less well nourished and often neglected. 

According to some of her informants it depends on who is entrusted with the child. 

If it is a grandmother, the child should, in their view, be better off than if it is a more 

distant relative, but most importantly children suffer most if they are in the hands of 

their stepmother (Roger-Petitjean 1999: passim). This of course is an obvious 

concern in view of the fact that there are many polygamous marriages in Burkina 

Faso and that rivalry between co-wives is a source of many domestic problems. 

Children often become the ammunition in the fights between co-wives and in case of 

a death or divorce of one of the co-wives, the children who stay in the family may 

become the innocent victims of the resentment of their stepmothers. In these cases 

feeding or more precisely non-feeding may be the way the person exercises their 

control. 

90 Men's club houses (original italics). 
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Despite the fact that the number of families headed by a woman are growing 

in Burkina and elsewhere in Africa (Bop 1996, Roth 2003), the Bationo family case 

is still quite particular, even in the eyes of some of my other Bobolese informants. 91 

With Amadou, the oldest son being unemployed and his wife working full time, 

there is some role reversal not only in his marriage, 92 but some imbalance also in the 

sibling roles. His sisters Mamou and Fati F. are the ones who seem to be ruling the 

compound. Mamou, who stays at home most of the time, is a sort of surrogate 

mother of the family, when Mama is away at funerals and religious ceremonies. 

Whenever I suggested to Mamou that she was being to tough on the adolescents, she 

argued that she had done all the hard work, when she deserved to be waited on now 

that she was an adult. Her sister Fati F., who is about 5 years younger, has not been 

through the same style of upbringing. She never had to do the house chores that her 

sister did and she still demands the same treatment from her nieces and nephews. 

She particularly likes to demand things of Madina and she also keeps a very close 

eye on her, when it comes to Madina's outings with friends. When I asked her why 

Madina was been brought to the compound, she claimed it was because she had 

always wanted a younger sister to keep her company. In my initial lack of 

understanding of local custom relating to hierarchy, I thought that a little sister was 

someone who was to be spoiled by her older siblings, but it is just the opposite. You 

need a younger sibling, so that she/he can perform services for you. And this is what 

Madina does. She brings water to her `older sister, ' she washes her clothes, runs to 

the store for her and sends messages to her `sister's' friends and acquaintances. 

However as a younger sister she does not have any rights. If she dresses in a way 

that Fati F finds inappropriate, then she risks being grounded despite being an adult 

herself, or even gets beaten up. 93 

Fati F. cannot be considered as the behavioural norm for an `older sister'. In 

other compounds an older sister may demand a certain level respect from their 

younger sisters, but not to the extent that Fati F. does with Madina. Another thing 

91 Female headed households are on the rise in West Africa. While this phenomenon is most striking 
in urban environment, due to higher level of divorce, it is also present in the rural areas of Burkina 
Faso and other West African countries. However, women are often the heads of households only de 
facto and not also de jure, which causes some problems in the statistical assessment of the situation 
(Ouedraogo 1996, Rondeau 1996, Bop 1996). 
92 I will discuss Amadou's and Fati K. 's relationship in more detail in Chapter 6. 
93 One time Madina got caught wearing a short skirt, Fati pulled on the skirt and tore if her body. 
Another time, when she was caught leaving the compound to meet a friend at night she was slapped 
several times so hard that a vein in her left eye burst and they eye remained bloody. 
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that is particular with Fati F. is her unmarried status. At 36, she has not been married 

and neither has she got any children. She remains in her birth family and maintains a 

position of power, which she would lose if she were to marry into a new compound. 

As a new wife, she would have to submit herself to all the people residing in the 

compound she was to move into. Her husband's mother, brother, sisters, sisters-in- 

law, they all would have a superior position, because of the fact that she ̀ found them 

in the compound. '94 By staying in her parents' compound, she continues to live an 

artificially privileged position, since in the outside world, the fact that she is 

unmarried suggests that she is not a full woman. 95 

Learning (not) to share 

While the Bationo do not practice equality in feeding on daily basis, they try to teach 

the youngest children to do so. From a very early age children are told that they 

must share food, and if a child is eating on his/her own s/he will be told off by being 

asked a simple question `I tina molto son? ' Aren't you going to invite anyone? This 

is a way for a child to learn to share food, as a person is not supposed to eat on one's 

own, but has to invite others around him/her. 96 

Yet while it is polite to invite people to eat with you if you are caught with a 
full plate, it is considered impolite to come round to someone's house at mealtime, 

because you put people in a difficult position. In 2001, there was a period of around 

two months when Mamou's first cousin, son of Mama's older sister, came round to 

the compound almost every day. He arrived at around 11 AM and sat and chatted 

with Mamou about this and that. They often laughed at the latest gossip and they 

seemed to get on really well. The cousin always stayed for lunch and Mamou made 

sure he got a generous serving. After about a month of these rather frequent visits, 

one day he visited the compound again. Mamou was in her room and as I came to 

tell her that her favourite cousin97 had come to call, she said to me, `tell him I'm 

sleeping. I am not feeling well. ' I went out and broke the news. He sat down, saying 

94 This local expression suggests that a new wife has to obey all the people who arrived (by way of 
birth or marriage) to her husband's compound before her. 
95 In the chapter that follows (Chapter 3) I will discuss these issues further. 
96 Richards notes the same for the Bemba, whose children are being trained to share food from their 
first year on (1961[19391: 197). 
97 In the past she had referred this way to him in his presence. 

91 



`Ala ka nogoyake' May God give her health, and added he would wait a while. I 

went to see Mamou after a while and told her that he was still there. She said `He's 

really starting to get on my nerves. ' After a while the cousin left and Mamou came 

out of her room. I asked her how come she was unhappy to see him, when she had 

always been so welcoming to him in the past. She started telling me how he was an 

impolite, lazy man, who only came round to eat and how he did not do any work and 

always lived off his hard-working parents and siblings and now even cousins. But 

despite the fact that she did not like him, she had to be nice to him, as he was her 

first cousin. She was bound by the rules of proper behaviour and of keeping up 

appearances. If she were free to do what she wanted, she would have asked him to 

stop coming over long ago. 98 

In this case Mamou was respecting the tradition of feeding the relative who 

had arrived at mealtime, but he was not respecting the unwritten rule of avoiding 

visits during meal times. 

It seems however that the sharing rules apply only to the main daily meal and 

not to breakfast or dinner. In the evenings, when Mamou and Fati F. prepare their 

dinner, which consists of warming up the leftovers from lunch and often also an 

additional dish, the young people, who sit around the TV, 99 eat their leftovers from 

lunch. When the women's food is ready, they will offer it to their sister in law, send 

a plate over to the mother, who sits in the other side of the compound and, 

depending on the quantity of the food that was prepared, they may give some to their 

oldest and youngest brothers. I may also received a share, the size of which 

depended on the quantity of the food prepared and also on whether I had managed to 

put myself in their good books that particular day. 10° 

All the other people who are present are being ignored and no food is offered 

to them. The adolescent children and the young women who prepare the main meal, 

all of whom are used to such behaviour, sometimes comment on the meanness of the 

two aunts and say that there is no point in worrying about it, because they will never 

change. They try and avoid dealing with them as much as possible and try and find 

98 There is no exact period of time that is designated in this case, but clearly showing up everyday, for 
several weeks in a row was considered as bad manners. 
99 For more detailed ethnography and analysis of food related behaviour connected to TV watching, 
see chapter Four on TV dinners. 
10° As I often sided with what I believed to be the less privileged people in the compound, I would get 
in trouble with the two women, who were the ones who brought me into the compound. 
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ways of getting a few pennies from Mama or an older sibling in order to buy some 

breakfast or dinner foods that keep them going in the hours before or after lunch. 

Mama's side of the yard 

The one person whose role I have not explored so far, but who is essential for 

understanding the dynamics of the compound, is Mama. She is the one that provides 

the money for the daily meal and she is the one who decides how many people 

should be living in the compound. She was the one who invited her widowed 

daughter back into the compound, she was the one who brought home the orphaned 

children and she is the one who has the final say in everything. While she does not 

expose herself or argue with her opinionated daughters, it is clear that she will put 

them straight if they exaggerate their mean and bossy behaviour. 101 Yet when it 

comes to sharing morning or evening meals, '02 Mama is almost as strict and mean as 

her two daughters. 

Because she is a respected elderly woman in the local community, she often 

receives food gifts from the people in Bobo-Dioulasso and surrounding villages. As 

these are most often cooked meals or fresh fruit and cannot be conserved, she shares 

them among the people of the compound. She usually reserves the largest part of the 

offering for herself and gives a nice share to her two single daughters and also to her 

first son and his wife. The rest is divided among her children and grandchildren. 103 

The way in which she divides the food is influenced by many things. The oldest 

ones get a larger share then the adolescent ones, while the youngest ones get a share 

that is bigger than that of the teenagers. Grandchildren will stand around her and 

teasingly plead with her to give them a larger share, to which she usually replies 

with a comment that they should be happy they got anything at all and that they are 

being greedy. But this is not a harsh criticism of their behaviour and the 

grandchildren are grateful for what they receive. They would also never dare to ask 

101 The children and also the oldest son's wife will refer to the two sisters as trouble makers, who 
complain all the time and are acting in a jealous way towards everybody in the compound, except 
towards Mama and the oldest and the youngest brother. 
102 Morning and evening meals are `individual meals, ' people who can afford them will buy them. 
103 It is important to note that mama's youngest son is only a few years older than her oldest 
grandchild. 
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for more if they were given food by their aunts, which is a proof of a more relaxed 

relationship with the grandmother. 

The origin of this rather special relationship can be found in the practice of 

the joking relationship (in French called parente ä plaisanteries104) This practice is 

spread widely around Sub-Saharan Africa and in the case of Burkina it includes the 

relationship between cross cousins, grandparents and grandchildren, sisters and 

brothers in-law. 105 People involved in such a relationship may tease and even insult 

each other, without any repercussions. The grandmother may refer to her grandson 

as her husband and the grandson may refer to his grandfather as his rival. Caplan, 

writing about this practice in Tanzania, notes that `this may be one reason why 

grandparents welcome their children to bring up - they do not need to maintain as 

formal a relationship with them as they did with their own children' (1975: 49). 

Discussion and concluding remarks 

The division between people of different ages in the Bationo family is seen on many 

occasions. Children are not allowed to sit on a proper chair when an adult is present, 

they have to get up and give the adult a chair and then go and either find a small 

stool for themselves or sit on the floor. 

In front of the TV set, which is always located in front or inside of Mamou's 

and Fati's part of the compound, children may sit on the big chairs whenever no 

adult is present. But as soon as an adult appears, the children and the adolescents 

move even if the adult is not necessarily going to sit down there. It is seen as bad 

manners to sit on a good chair, when you are child in the presence of adults. 

Hadama, Celestine and Madina, who are usually the scapegoats for Fati F. 's or 

Mamou's bad moods, never sit on the nice chairs in front of the TV, while Bakary 

and Souleymane often do and will only get up when told to do so by an adult who 

wants to sit there. 

104 None of my informants had ever used the Jula word for explaining this practice to me, and I only 
came across the Jula term nimogoya in anthropological literature (Brand 2001: 78). For further 
reading on joking relationships see Radcliffe-Brown (1952: 103-131). 
los In Burkina there is also a very widespread joking relationship between members of different 
ethnic groups and people with different surnames within the same ethnic group (but members of 
different clans). 
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When an adult buys snacks outside the compound , 
106 for example, if Mamou 

sends someone to buy her farniw, donut-type fritters, she will not necessarily share it 

with the people present. Bakary and Souleymane may stand around and ask for it, 

not with words, but with faces they make. And she will usually give them a small 

taste of it. But if Hadama is sitting there, or Ismael, they would never get the farni. 

They only get the food that is provided by mama. 
There is a clear hierarchy of space in the compound. While it is alright for 

the children to hang about on the terrace in front of Mama's house, the other terraces 
(Mamou and Fati F's and Fati K. 's) are off-limits unless the TV has been put out for 

everyone to watch. The adolescents and children will only sit in a group and chat in 
front of Mama's porch. Mama goes to evening prayer and her praying/lying mat is 

spread out on the porch and when she is not there, children lie on it and take a nap or 
just laze around. They talk about the things that interest them, such as their friend 

who has acquired a new pair of flashy trainers, they fantasise about what they are 

going to become when they grow up, about things they want to buy but are 
completely out of reach for them. They also make up entertaining stories for one 
another and laugh at who can tell the most incredible lies. This kind of conversation 
can only take place outside the presence of their aunts and uncles, who tell them off 
for being greedy or lying. If Mama is sitting there they usually speak freely, as she is 

usually ignoring them and is reading the Koran or dozing off. 
Sitting on Mama's side of the porch, I would sometimes try to find what they 

thought of Mamou and Fati F., they would say that they were mean and jealous. 

They also called them `the two witches. ' The most important thing that they taught 

me was that there was no point in getting upset about the insults. Celestine, who was 

repeatedly told by her aunts that she was stupid, said to me, `They are like this. 

Don't get upset, it goes in one ear and out the other, don't let it get to you. ' 

I always took all the women's comments to my heart, when they were 
directed at me. Although Mamou and Fati F. never insulted me, I often got told off 
for staying out too late or was questioned about my whereabouts or about pieces of 

cutlery that went missing. While I was technically in a position to leave and did not 

have to take the treatment from the `two witches', in practice leaving the compound 

would not be an easy thing. As a dunanmuso I could not leave the compound, 

without the whole family suffering the consequences of bad reputation. When I once 

1061 discuss the topic of buying and eating food outside the house in more detail in Chapter 5. 
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packed my bags wanting to leave, after Fati F. 's jealous and controlling behaviour 

became more then I could bear, the adult women, except for Fati F., came to 

apologize and pleaded with me to stay. They were worried about the bad reputation 

that the family would have if I left them after an argument with one of the family 

members. As Mama was away at the time, they were also extremely worried about 

her reaction if I were to leave. 

The young adolescents do not have that power or independence. They have 

no money and nowhere to go. They depend on Mama for food, clothes and lodging. 

If they get sick, they need money to pay for medication and it is Mama that provides 

that, or in case of Mama's absence, Mamou. 

The only person who left the compound was Ismael, Hadama's big brother, a 

sixteen-year-old boy, who worked as apprentice in a garage that was located in a 

plot owned by the family. Mama asked her tenant, the mechanic, to take Ismael on 

for a trail period. In spring 2002, while I was away in Europe, Ismael left the family 

after an argument about money. He was accused of stealing the garage rent, which 

he was supposedly given by the mechanic and should have brought to Mama. The 

family never saw that money, nor did Ismael return to the compound anymore. He is 

now staying with a friend in a nearby compound and when I saw him a few months 

after the incident, he was wearing a flashy Hawaii style shirt, jeans and a new pair of 

sandals. This made me suspicious, but he swore to me that he did not take the 

money. He said he just could not take the insults anymore and he decided to leave. 

He said to me: `You know what they are like, you get a fair share too. ' I looked at 

him and I believed him. But I knew that for me, this was just a part of a job, that I 

needed to bear this bit and then I could go one being who I was, thousands of miles 

away, while he was always going to be the prisoner of their power; even if he moved 

to a different compound, the reputation of a thief would follow him. 

As should be seen from the ethnographic data above, sharing food and living space 

with a Burkinabe family is not a straightforward matter. It involves a lot of 

negotiation and the actors must follow many unwritten rules, especially concerning 

age stratification. It is also clear that while children are taught to become generous 

and sharing people, those rules do not apply to adults, who may choose to bend 

these requirements according to their own needs and desires. While no one is left to 

starve, there is great inequality present in terms of food distribution. While this 
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inequality may originate in the above mentioned importance of age hierarchy in the 

society, the inequality touches especially those children whose parents are not 

present, or cannot provide for their family. The children whose parents are present 

are well provided for (if the parents have the means to do so) until around the age of 

twelve when they start secondary school. After that age, they are no longer the first 

in line when it comes to snacks and food treats, if there are younger siblings around. 

The issue of morality comes into play a lot when it comes to teaching 

children about sharing food. Sharing food is seen as the most basic value in Burkina 

Faso and people who do not offer food to others are frowned upon. Children are 

expected to learn that they must offer food to people around them and since they are 

they are the youngest they must offer food to all the adults around them. The adults 

on the other hand only need to offer food to their superiors and their equals. All the 

others are at the mercy of the state of their mood at the time. Small children will 

usually receive a share of a special out-of-mealtime snack, but only a really small 

portion, which will not deprive the adults of their `fair' share. 

The need to share everything with the family is both appreciated and 

regretted by the adults. On the one hand women would tell me that you could never 

go hungry in Africa, because the family would always share food with you; on the 

other hand, a woman like Fati F., who at 36 is still living in her mother's compound 

and has a controlling interest in everyone else's affairs, expressed the wish to leave 

the compound and go and live on her own with her partner, so that they would not 

be burdened by the `duty' of sharing with those who have less. It seems that people 

only reluctantly continue `to share' with their less fortunate family members, and 

use different, divergent, moral norms to negotiate positions of action for themselves 

at particular times. 
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Chapter Three 

Bobolese weddings and feasting as a `symbolic struggle' 

In this chapter I will introduce ethnographic accounts of Muslim wedding 

celebrations that accompany the religious ceremony, also referred to as `traditional 

weddings, ' and the `civil wedding. ' As most of my informants were Muslim, the 

wedding celebrations I attended during my fieldwork were in Muslim families. 

While the celebrations are usually cheerful events that involve singing, dancing, lots 

of good food and many happy guests, the road to that `special day' is not always 

easy. In many cases years pass between the traditional and the civil wedding and in 

some cases a couple will live together without ever going through a civil wedding 

ceremony. I therefore explore not only the celebrations, but also the background 

events that lead a couple to the wedding. While I do describe the actual celebrations 

that take place, these are not the main focal point of this chapter, but mainly serve as 

a venue at which other issues come to the foreground. 

As with the focus in Chapter Two on ideals against actual everyday food 

behaviours, the first part of this chapter looks at what I refer to as the ideal against 

real situation of falling in love. By the ideal situation I mean the situation in which 

the path from meeting one's future spouse to marriage via engagement, is, more or 

less, straightforward. The real situation, on the other hand, refers to cases where 

families oppose the engagement, or where wedding ceremonies are postponed for 

months, sometimes years, because of financial problems or personal disagreements 

between the bride's and the groom's families. I interweave the `official' account of 

traditional wedding ceremony with case studies of women whose path to marriage or 
life within a couple did not follow the `ideal' pattern. I also use material on 

weddings from other anthropologists working in West Africa, to illustrate 

`traditional' wedding practices. 
The second part of the chapter, entitled "The civil wedding of les Sidibe and 

les Diop, '107 explores one particular event, the civil wedding celebration of the 

107 Instead of the definite article in front of the family name I use the French definite article, as it is 
the way people refer to a whole family (e. g. Les Fall is as saying The Johnsons in English). One 
could also use a name of one of the more prominent family member to refer to the whole family, e. g. 
Les Liza, meaning Liza and her family or the people living together with her in a compound. 

98 



wedding between the first cousins of my host family. With the help of a detailed 

ethnographic account I discuss the ways the organisation and the delivery of the 

party reflects people's attempts to mimic some Western ways of wedding 

celebrations, while clearly maintaining the African element present. This is followed 

by a discussion of the parallels that can be drawn between the traditional and civil 

wedding celebrations and an analysis of the differences. Here I am particularly 
interested in the ways in which people use wedding celebrations to establish their 

position as a successful member of the community and the methods that they use to 

achieve this. As Brand suggested for weddings in Mali, women use it to extend their 

social networks via the gift exchange that takes place during the ceremonies 
(2001: 91-93). Apart from the networking I am also interested in how the local forms 

of `tradition' and `modernity' are expressed in these events and whether the civil 

wedding, as the event which represents ̀ Western'/`modern' ideas about partnership, 

manages to up-stage the `traditional' celebrations. I continue following the main 

theme of the thesis, which is ideal against actual, the traditional ideals against the 

realities and constraints of the everyday urban existence. As in the previous chapter, 
I use food events as a setting that allows me to explore people's discourses and 

practices. 

Anthropologists and weddings 

Apart from Vassos Argyrou's book Tradition and Modernity in the Mediterranean: 

the Wedding as a Symbolic Struggle (1996), there are few anthropological texts that 

focus solely on the wedding celebrations. Simon Charsley's book on wedding cakes 

is the only text that focuses on food aspect of the wedding ceremony (1992), Pnina 

Werbner has analysed a particular ritual element of the Pakistani weddings in Britain 

(1986) and Laurel Kendall has looked at wedding practices among the middleclass 

women and men living in the republic of Korea (1996). Simon Ottenberg's article 

on the Limba, using wedding songs as source of study of art and indigenous 

psychology (1989) and Saskia Brand's study of fertility in Mali (2001) are the two 

rare examples of West African ethnography that look at wedding ceremonies. While 

I recognise the importance of all these studies, I will in my analysis refer only to 

Brand's work as it is related to the Mande and Muslim aspects of the research, and 
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to Argyrou's monograph because of the insightful discussion on the interplay of 

tradition and modernity in wedding ceremonies. 

One of the possible reasons for the neglecting of this topic by Africanists 

may lie in the fact that weddings are by and large women's events and that 

traditionally men played no role in either organising or participating at these 

celebrations. 108 In most anthropological monographs about West Africa wedding 

celebrations usually get only a brief mention in the chapter dealing with marriage 

procedures, which cover everything from the engagement to the exchange of bride 

price (Bocquene 2002, Cooper 1998, Diop 1985, Hopen 1958, Launay 1975, 

LeBlanc 1998). Yet, together with birth (and child-naming ceremonies) and funerals 

of important elders, weddings are the largest social events in West African societies. 

Not only is a wedding a celebration of a rite of passage, but also a celebration of 

alliances made between the families of the bride and groom. They are the stage 

where many actors come to play out many more issues. And the following chapter 

explores the playing out of these. 

`Faire le marriage Africain' 

One of the things that women joked about with me in the field was the idea of me 

being married in `the African way. ' The fact that I was single always prompted 

women to suggest that I should marry a Burkinabe man and that I should do so in 

the traditional African fashion. `On va faire le marriage Africain' they would say. I 

heard that sentence over and over again. While most of the women I met suggested 

that I should get married in Burkina, many of my main female friends and 

informants in Bobo were not married, not even in the traditional way. The weddings 

we attended together were of their friends or their relatives and in most cases I had 

not met the bride-to-be before her wedding day. 

In my host family, there is only one married woman and two widows. There 

are five other adult women in the compound (excluding the maid), all of them 

single. Other single women among my friends were my field assistant Bintou, my 

friend Djeta and her sister. And these are not isolated cases. Throughout my 

108The role of Muslim men is limited to the marriage negotiations and the religious confirmation of 
the union; they do not partake in the festivities. 
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fieldwork I met many women who were neither married nor were involved with a 

man in a long-term relationship. 109 

In order to present the actual situation, I will, in the following few 

paragraphs, introduce a brief description of the background of some of the women' 10 

whom I have already introduced in Chapter One. 

Djeta is 24 years old and has a daughter from a short-lived relationship in 

her teens. After the birth of her child her father sent her away to live and work as a 

maid with relatives in Ivory Coast, while her older sister looked after the baby. She 

now lives, together with her daughter, with her mother and sisters in a rented room. 
Her mother is a second wife to a man who lives in a different compound with his 

first wife and he does not provide for his second family. None of her sisters are 

married and they are all over eighteen years old. 

Fati is a 37 years old single woman, who is involved with a married man. 
She says she would like to get married and finally leave her family compound, 

where she feels she has no freedom. People in her family compound often complain 

about her behind her back, saying that they wish she got married and left because a 

woman her age should be living with her husband. "' She has been seeing her 

boyfriend for a few years, but he has not yet asked her to marry. She often said that 

she would be happy to become a second wife. 
Mamou is 40 years old and has been divorced since her twenties. Before her 

marriage she had a child out of wedlock. The son was brought up by his paternal 

grandparents 112 and Mamou does not keep regular contact with him. She has male 
friends, but she has not been in a relationship for a long time. She often told me that 

she was not interested in having a man in her life. 

Considering the above examples, which are in no way isolated cases, the following 

questions arose in my mind: Why is no one trying to marry off these women, the way 

they are trying with me? I often wondered what made me so different to these 

women, in the eyes of their compatriot/e/s. Was it the fact that I did not have 

109 For a detailed study of single women households in West Africa, see Bop 1996. 
10 The descriptions are based on interviews and informal conversations. 
111 Brand writes similarly about Mali, where `behind their backs, older single women can be a subject 
of mockery' (2001: 120). 
112 According to the Burkinabe law, the child belongs to the father and/or his family. And often even 
the children born out of wedlock will be taken by the father's family. Only in the very early years of 
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children? The fact that I was a student? The fact that I did not seem desperate to 

find a man and kept refusing offers to be set up by someone's brother/cousin etc? 

My interpretation of these different attitudes suggests two possible ways of 

understanding the above-described behaviour: Firstly it could all be interpreted as 

idle talk. Even though the women talk and tease other single women about getting 

me married to their male relatives, it is clear (as the present chapter should prove) 

that getting married is not as easy as one may think, even if one finds the right 

person. Marriage arrangements are complex and weddings extremely costly and 

since the men pay for most the extravaganza, women may suggest all they want, but 

they do not have the final word on the situation. 

The other way of looking at it could be the following: while these women 

were not married, almost all of them had boyfriends/lovers who in their eyes, and in 

the eyes of many of the observers, could become potential husbands. Because a 

relationship between a man and a woman is not seen as the fulfilment of a romantic 

ideal, a man expresses his love/affection for a woman by giving her money or/and 

gifts. In the eyes of these women a man is seen as a provider and it is therefore a 

wise thing for a woman to have a man in her life, regardless of the future of the 

relationship. Ideally women would like to be married because marriage provides a 

woman with a status, as it is through marriage that a girl becomes a woman. 113 

Reaching this stage in a woman's life is very important in a society where external 

appearance and other people's opinion seem to be among the most important things. 

As I have mentioned before, unmarried women of a certain age can be victims of 

mockery and often find themselves in a difficult situation if asked about their 

husband and children. They will therefore avoid teasing each other, because they 

may end up being put on the spot and end up feeling embarrassed. 

The following anecdote will illustrate what I mean by an awkward situation 

that a woman would prefer to avoid. 

In the first year of my fieldwork I accompanied Fati Fitinin to the hospital as 

she had an appointment with an ear and nose specialist. She had been suffering from 

serious sinusitis for many years and had missed many days from work because of 

this problem. As we were waiting outside the doctor's surgery, Fati nudged me and 

pointed in the direction of a woman who was sitting opposite us, dressed in a modest 

the baby's life has a mother the right to keep the child. After the age of six or seven, the father's 
family can claim the child. 
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Muslim outfit, with a Wahabbi style scarf. '14 She said: `I think I know this woman. 

We were at boarding school together. ' She then looked at the woman and said hello 

to her. `Excuse me, aren't you so and so? My name is a Fati Fitinin, I believe we 

know each other. ' The woman recognised her. Fati asked her about her life and the 

woman told her about her husband who was working for some company in Bobo 

and how she had four children. And then the woman returned the question in a way 

that put Fati on the spot. `How about you, do you have any children, what does your 

husband do? ' I could see Fati's face go all pale as she said: `I am not married. ' The 

woman persisted: `You aren't married? How old are you? ' `Fati replied: `Thirty- 

six. ' The woman smiled politely, and stopped questioning her. Fati tried to amend 

the situation in her favour: `I've just got a new job, I am working for the 

accountancy section at the Town Hall. I want to be settled well, before I have 

children. ' The woman nodded, but didn't say anything. Fati smiled and looked at her 

watch. I said something about how long we had been waiting for and then as if by 

miracle, the nurse called Fati's name and she went in to see the doctor. She seemed 

relieved. 
This incident shows that while women may, because of the changes in the 

society and stronger presence of western ideals of womanhood, seem to be open to 

pursuing a career and securing their financial situation themselves before getting 

married and having children, when faced with a conservative alter ego, they will 

often doubt their own `untraditional' ways in view of the moral high ground that the 

traditionalists assume. Maybe it is not that they are not sure of their choices, but that 

in reality they would prefer to be married as it is a married life that continues to be 

the norm for a Burkinabe woman. 115 

Yet as I have stressed before, the path towards marriage is not easy even if it 

follows the ideal model. For the sake of understanding the ideal I will now describe 

the procedures that need to be performed in order for a couple to get married. ' 16 1 

113 For more on Mande ideas about womanhood, see Brand 2001. 
114 Wahabbs are Muslims who are following the 'Saudi reformism' and the women arc usually 
clothed in a much more reserved manner. They wear a black robe that covers them from head to toe 
and wear a scarf that is tied under the chin (see also LeBlanc 2000). 
115 Brand stresses that for Malian women "for the time being staying single hardly appears an option 
at all" (2001: 102). 
116 I have based this description on a conversation with an informant during one of the wedding 
ceremonies that I attended. I have not been present at events such as when the man's representatives 
asking for the woman's hand in marriage or during sharing of the kola, as these are very private 
family events and only the heads of the family participate in them. 
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interweave the description with accounts of several women and their experiences of 

the mentioned events. 

Common Marriage Procedures 

The man's family representative goes to see the parents of the bride-to-be, who ask 

the girl if she knows the man in question and if she agrees to marrying him. If the 

girl says yes, the parents say yes to the man's people. The main condition is that 

they are of the same religion. Once the answer to the proposal is yes, this is followed 

by the sharing of the kola nuts (worofitinin and woroba). The parents of the bride 

and groom and/or their representatives are the only ones participating in this event. 

But as things rarely happen in the ideal way, let me here introduce some of 

the possible problems that could arise up to this point: 

Religious differences are usually the biggest obstacle for a young couple that 

wants to get married. It is considered that a Muslim man can marry a Christian 

woman as it is expected that she would convert to Islam, while a Muslim woman 

should not get involved with a Christian man, as he would normally not consider 

converting and the woman's family would find it unacceptable for her to convert to 

Christianity. I came across only one case where a man decided to convert to Islam in 

order to marry his girlfriend and even after that it took a great deal of negotiating for 

the bride's family to give the girl away in marriage. 

To illustrate the seriousness of the matter let us briefly consider two cases. 

First is the case of Madina, a girl living with my host family, who found 

herself pregnant and the boyfriend was a Christian. Madina is 24 years old and lives 

with her relatives who brought her to Bobo when she was 12 years old. She was 
born in the Ivory Coast and was sent to Bobo, because her family was too poor to 

look after her. Because her Bobolese family keeps a very close eye on her 

behaviour, she has to sneak out of the house at night and meet with her boyfriend. 

One time her aunt caught her, and had her beaten up. 117 This did not stop Madina 

from going out and she recently became pregnant. Her family was not aware of it 

and when the boyfriend (and the father of her unborn child) asked for her hand, they 
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told him she was not ready. The reason they did not accept his proposal was his 

religion. Because the conventions of good manners do not allow bringing up the real 

reason why the family does not approve of the relationship, they said that it was 

Madina who did not want to get married. Madina was never consulted on the issue 

and only found out because she overheard the conversation. 

During my last period of fieldwork in May and June 2003, Madina confessed 

to me that she was three months pregnant. I was one of the two people in the 

compound who knew about it. She decided that she would wait until quite late in the 

pregnancy, before telling any of the adults in the family as she was scared of her 

`aunts" reaction. llg She claimed that they would most probably try and force her to 

abort. Forced abortions are quite common in Burkina, where a family's honour and 

the girl's ability to marry well could be tainted if the fact that she was pregnant 

became known to the outside world. To this day I do not know what happened to 

her, as my only communication with the family since I left the field had been 

through Madina's `older sister', Fati F., who did not know about the pregnancy at 

that stage. 119 

Madina's case is not an isolated one. My field assistant Bintou Wattara120 

suffered from a similar problem many years ago. She became involved with a 

Christian man in her late teens (she is now 38 years old) and found herself pregnant 

with his child. While the man was willing to marry her, her family did not allow this 

to happen, as he was not a Muslim. She went on to have a baby and continued to see 

the man, despite her father's disapproval and they had a second child. But the family 

did not change their mind and Bintou is still single. Her two daughters are looked 

after by their grandparents. While Bintou did not agree with her parents' decision, 

she did not want to go against it either, as she felt that she could not abandon her 

family, especially as she was not sure whether she could trust her boyfriend to look 

after her. 

117 She told her younger brother to beat Madina. 
118 She often refers thus to Fati F., Mamou and Fati K. although she is technically a cousin and could 
refer to them as older sisters. I assume this is linked to the amount of authority the three women 
exercise over the younger women in the compound. 
19 While it may not be relevant for the argument of this chapter, this is another indication of the 
difficult position I found myself in regards to maintaining a good relationship with the 'heads' of my 
host family. Whatever the outcome of this complex situation, I will have to pretend that I was never 
aware of Madina's pregnancy and I cannot inquire about her in a letter or e-mail without breaking my 
promise to Madina and putting her in an even more difficult position vis ä vis Fati F. 
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In an ideal situation however, once the kola had been shared, the woman 

belongs to the man and all the other elements of a traditional wedding ceremony 

could be done at the same time. Yet a couple wishing to get married must get past 

many more obstacles. Despite the fact that a wedding is a women's event, 12' it is the 

groom's side of the family that covers the cost of the wedding. 122 Lack of finance is 

the major reason for postponing the ceremonies. There are couples where kola had 

been shared years ago, but the lack of money will prevent them from going through 

with the celebrations. In other cases, couples may live together for years, before 

sharing the kola nuts. They might have several children and never share the kola. 123 

This can also be a way for the man's family to say that they do not approve of the 

woman. It is as if they are saying, `We're waiting to see if someone better comes 

along. ' 

While attending a marriage-related party, my assistant Bintou described to 

me the way the traditional ceremony should proceed after the furusiri. She used the 

past tense when she was telling me this. `Among the Jula, they put the bride into 

seclusion on Sunday. They covered her head with a white blanket. On Tuesday the 

old women came to clap hands; on Wednesday night the young men would take the 

woman on their backs and dance with her. On Thursday they put her up in a bed, or 

a chair, decorated with pretty fabric, and danced with her. ' And then she adds: 

`Today, things are no longer as they were and people do everything on a Thursday. ' 

I believed I could detect a sense of disappointment in her voice. 

These days some more affluent families will try to turn any marriage related 

event into a party. According to some of my informants this is the influence of the 

Western ways. While sitting at an event like this, Bintou tells me that this particular 

bridegroom-to-be is a musician who hangs around with tourists and has taken on the 

tubabuya (ways of the White Man). Tubabuya can mean several things, some of 

which can have a negative connotation such as forgetting one's roots and not 

respecting local traditions. Since I did no meet the man in question, I am only 

120 1 discuss Bintou's life story in more depth in Chapter 6. 
121 The wedding party is mainly a women's event among most Muslim populations of South West 
Burkina. Jula (the ethnic group of my assistant Bintou) are one of the rare groups where men play an 
important part in wedding celebrations. 
122 Brand writes that men in Mali have expressed a dislike for lavish celebrations, which are the 

reason why many of them end up falling seriously into debt (2001: 91). 
123 According to the Burkinabe law children belong to the father's side of the family, so as long as 
paternity has been acknowledged officially, the man's family can be sure of continuing the family 
line, even if the wedding does not take place. 
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guessing that in this case tubabuya means that he speaks like the French tourists that 

he hangs out with and that he shows interest for Western lifestyle. His fiancee 

therefore insists they have a party celebrating the furusiri with food, song and dance 

inviting the family and friends. Traditionally events like furusiri and worotlan were 

not celebrated in an explicitly public manner. Bintou suggests that it is the White 

man's way to have a celebration around every event. 124 The man's family had given 

25.000 F CFA to the girl's parents plus the money for the party, because the girl's 

father did not want to pay for it. But during the preparations it emerges that one of 

the girl's uncles squandered the money that was given to them by the groom-to-be 

for the furusiri. Musicians and guests have already started arriving, and most of the 

food has been bought, so appearances must be kept, despite the fact that there is no 

money to pay for the rest of the ingredients. Women gather around, trying to search 

their pockets for some money to pay for the rest of the food. To save the family's 

good name they decide to continue the party as if nothing has happened, but the 

actual behind-the-scene marriage procedures will take place only next week, when 

they recover the money. Everyone is badmouthing the man in question, who decides 

to do `a runner'. Musicians continue to play as if nothing happened and the young 

girls are filling the plastic bags with bissap. In the end people eat, sing and dance 

like at any small party I've been to until then. As Brand has argued before me, "as 

long as one can keep up appearances, actual behaviour is of minor importance" 

(2001: 121). The real situation is shameful and embarrassing and far from what the 

ideal one would demand, hence it is necessary to sweep things under the carpet and 

keep pretending that everything is in order. This is one of many cases when the 

reality does not meet the demands of the ideal situation. 

The pattern of traditional wedding celebrations in Bobo-Dioulasso 

A traditional wedding ceremony, known as konyoya, always starts with konyomuso 

datugu, the seclusion of the bride. While there is no indication that this is a Muslim 

custom, it is practiced in Muslim families all over Burkina Faso, in Ivory Coast and 

in Mali (Launay 1975, LeBlanc 1998, Brand 2001). It could hence be argued that it 

is mostly a Mande tradition, however non-Mande Muslim groups also practice the 

124 Celebrations of birthdays and passing of school exams are the type of events associated with 
tubabuya, since they were not part of the local tradition. 
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seclusion. 125 Traditionally most marriage procedures preceded the wedding 

celebrations only by a few days and the final exchange of bride price took place on a 

Thursday. This was the day when people came to sing and dance and most 

importantly to eat. These days people may share the kola nuts to confirm the 

engagement, but then not proceed with the wedding ceremony and the party because 

of lack of funds. Lack of funds and also lack of time, is the reason why most people 

celebrate the wedding in a single day. 126 Most Muslim wedding celebrations among 

the inhabitants of Bobo follow the same pattern. Late on Wednesday evening or 

even very early on Thursday morning, the women of the family, together with the 

female representatives of the groom's family, cover the bride with a white cloth, 

leaving an opening over the face, which is then covered by another veil, usually 

made of the material used for mosquito nets. This practice is referred to as the 

`konyomuso datugu'- keeping the bride behind a closed door. This and all the other 

events included in the traditional wedding celebration are attended and performed by 

women only. It is quite possible that if the groom has a permanent job, he will go to 

work that day. As it has been explained before, the religious ceremony does not 

involve the couple, only their family representatives. In some case men might meet 

at the groom's home and sit around, discussing and making tea, but weddings are 

first and foremost a women's affair. 
An older woman, from the bride's side of the family, who is referred to as 

the balimamuso, performs the `closing' of the bride. She uses a white cloth to cover 

the bride's head body and tells the bride to be brave and happy as she is abandoning 

her family to go and live in her husband's compound. Women sing and clap their 

hands, they often also praise Allah and compliment the eloquence of the 

balimamuso. The best balimamuso will bring tears to everyone's eyes with her 

speech. In the past when the seclusion lasted longer, that was also the time when the 

older women gave marital advice to the bride. These days however, with many of 

the brides living with their partner before the marriage, the advice is mostly 

symbolic and is only given out of respect for the tradition. 

125 Islam in West Africa was spread by the Jula, who are part of he Mande tradition, which is 

probably the reason why one can find many examples of their influence on the social life of the 
peoples that converted to Islam. 
126 LeBlanc suggested that in the past the seclusion of the bride lasted 10 days before the wedding and 
a week after, but these days, particularly in urban centres, due to economic reasons the entire 
ceremony has been reduced to one day (personal communication, 2003). 
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The days surrounding the wedding ceremony will be also the opportunity for 

reminding the women of some of the almost forgotten traditions. As these days, 

ethnically mixed marriages seem to be very common, the representatives of the two 

ethnic groups will make their stamp on the event, by performing their own 

traditional wedding songs and dances. This is much appreciated by the audience and 

many women made the point of telling me about these events, saying things like 

`You should go to the neighbours, they are doing the Hausa dance (or `the Fulani 

dance', or the `Senufo dance'). ' While many non-autochthonous people in Bobo no 

longer speak the language of their origin, they recognise the dances from different 

parts of Burkina and if they organise a wedding within their family they will make 

sure that a person from their village of origin will come and perform at least one 

song and dance typical of their ethnic group. 

The last day of the marriage procedure is the day the bride leaves her own 

home to go and live with her husband and his family. As these days the whole event 

takes place on the same day, this is also the day that the main party takes place. The 

party consists of donba, the big dance. This is the part of the wedding at which most 

guests participate. Some of the more `traditional' elements of the party, such as 

ethnic dances, the covering of the bride, the braiding of the bride's hair, are 

celebrated on a smaller scale, often it is the older women of the community and the 

closest family members, who are most numerous at those events. The modem 

dancing with an accompanying band is more an event for the younger women. This 

is where they can show off their new outfits, hairdos, and stiletto shoes, their 

dancing skills, and hear the griots singing their praises. 
Because Bobo is a multiethnic town, and many of the marriages these days 

are between members of different ethnic groups, one cannot any longer find clear 

distinctions in the way the weddings are celebrated. It is therefore safe to say that the 

weddings, as they are performed in Bobo today, are a composite of different ethnic 

practices, with an influence of Mande tradition (see Brand 2001: 88). 127 

127 I draw more on Brand's analysis of Malian wedding practices in the discussion later in this 
chapter. 
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Safi's wedding 

Safi is a daughter of one of my host family's neighbours128 and as she was living 

with her partner in a different part of town, I met her only a few times. Our 

interaction was mostly limited to exchanging greetings when she came to the 

neighbourhood. I imagined, based on seeing her occasionally, that she was a married 

woman with children, about 35 years old. I was therefore quite surprised when I was 

told that, while I was right about her age and children, she was only now getting 

married and that the celebration would take place in the next few days. My host 

mother, Mama Bationo and her daughter Mamou were involved in the preparations 

and procedures of the party. Mama was to act as the one who covers the bride in the 

seclusion ceremony, as she is a well-respected member of the community and also a 

very good friend of the bride's mother. Mamou, on the other hand, was asked to help 

organise the preparation of food for the party. This normally meant that she would 

not do the actual cooking, but would oversee the work of a hired female help, 

usually a jelimuso, female praise singer. 129 But here it seemed Mamou would not be 

able to get Djata, the family jelimuso130 to come and do the cooking. She said that 

she tried, but Djata had another engagement. `How about the neighbours, don't they 

have their own jeliw? ' I enquired. Mamou said, `It's Thursday tomorrow, you 

cannot leave it until the day before the wedding to get a jelimuso. There are too 

many weddings in Bobo these days. It is not easy to get a jeli at the last minute. ' 

Even though I initially thought that Mamou was about to prepare food for about 100 

guests by herself, the following day the younger women from our compound, and 

also many of the female relatives from Safi's family compound came round to give a 

hand with food preparation. Mamou was in charge of the preparation, but only had 

to do a small share of the work herself. 

128 Safi's mother, however, was a daily visitor to the compound and was very close to Mama Bationo. 
They attended the mosque and evening religious classes together. 
129 The griot women are often called for to perform certain more menial jobs. For example, the 
arrange women's hair into plaids and pain henna patterns on women's hands and feet at celebrations. 
Both male and female members of griot families perform certain chores for 'noble' families in 
Senegal (Roy Dilley, personal communication, 2005). 
130 While the family is not of a Mande ethnic group and therefore does not have the elaborate system 
of caste which the Mande-speaking groups have, they still have their jell, praise singer, who performs 
services such as hair-braiding and cooking for a large celebration for them. According to Conrad and 
Frank the griot are "the guardians and shapers of perspectives on the past, respected for the power of 
their speech and their ability with music and words (1995: 1). See also Schulz 2001 and Hoffman 
1995. 
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As is the case with most parties that accompany traditional weddings, the 

dish served was malo zaamen, also known by its French name riz gras. This rice 

dish has become synonymous with parties in Bobo, and elsewhere in urban Burkina 

Faso. The origin of malo zaamen can be traced to Senegal and their elaborate rice 

dish, called tiebou djen, served with copious amounts of meat and fish. Malo 

zaamen takes a less elaborate form, but is still considered a rich man's dish, as it 

consists of large amounts of meat and vegetables. In order for it to be good, the cook 

must use good cuts of meat, nice vegetables and great numbers of stock cubes. All 

these ingredients are used to make the stock in which the rice is cooked and are then 

displayed on the pile of rice. 

When the sacks of rice for the party arrived on Wednesday, Mamou 

complained about the quantity being insufficient. She also complained that the 

amount of meat the bride's family was planning on buying would make for a poor 

man's malo zaamen and not the sort that one would expect at a wedding. They 

agreed that in order to compensate there would also be fried sweet potatoes served 

alongside the rice dish. 

At around eight PM on Wednesday evening, Djata, our neighbour, and Safi's 

half sister, came over to our compounds and called out to me: `Come Liza, come 

over quick to take pictures, they are about to cover the bride. ' As Mama was the one 

to cover the bride I had agreed the day before that I would take pictures of the 

ceremony. I followed Djata into her compound, and was amazed by the number of 

women crammed inside the small yard and even more by those in the room where 

the ceremony was about to take place. 

The neighbour's compound was much smaller and there were more people 

living in it. Djata and Mai's mothers were co-wives and they have two other co- 

wives. Their husband had died a while ago and the oldest wife went to spend her old 

age in the village of her birth family. The three remaining wives, each of different 

ethnic origin, seem to get on really well. I often saw them walking together to the 

mosque and back. Mama Bationo had used these women as an example of how well 

women could get on in a polygamous marriage. Mai's mother is a successful 

businesswoman, who travels to Mecca every year during the pilgrimage to cook 

food for the pilgrims from Burkina. Her younger sister is an even more successful 

trader who commutes between Bobo and New York, selling African cloth and 

Muslim prayer shawls and veils to the African migrants in USA, and Western style 

111 



shoes, bags and other accessories to the women of Bobo. 131 Yet the family doesn't 

have running water in the compound, or a telephone, so when the trader calls from 

America to make an order, Safi's mother comes to take the call in the Bationo 

compound. Since she cannot write, Mamou Bationo has to write down the order for 

her. 

Because Safi's stepmother is of Hausa origin, 132 there are several Hausa 

women in the compound, singing their traditional songs. They are sitting in a circle 

in the middle of the compound, on colourful plastic mats. With calabashes in front 

of them they tap the rhythm of the song. Other women are standing around and 

clapping their hands. Most young people in the compound do not understand the 

language of their mothers' origin, '33 but on festive occasions like this one, they will 

stress their ethnic origin and refer to the traditional dances and songs performed as 

our dance, our song. ' 134 

After a few songs have been performed outside, the attention turns to the 

inside of the house, where the bride is kept. They are about to perform the covering 

of the bride. Mama Bationo, wearing a bright blue boubou, is in charge. While the 

female griots are tirelessly singing their praises to Mama, the bride to be and to her 

mothers, Mama takes the white blanket and covers the bride. She tells her that she is 

now about to become a wife and that she is leaving her family, to join a new family. 

She tells her not to be sad and to rejoice in the fact that she is about to start her 

family. In Safi's case Mama's words are purely symbolic since Safi has been living 

in her future husband's compound for several years. They have a twelve-year-old 

daughter and a baby son. Still the way the ceremony is performed, an uninformed 

observer could think that she was attending a wedding of a 15 year-old virgin. 

After the ritual has been performed, the griots belt out in full force. They 

give their blessings to the bride and her family. At this stage there is no exchange of 

money between the family and their griots, since all the griots will be paid after the 

main part of the wedding, when all the small money gifts that were given previously 

to the balimamuso will be divided among them. 

131 For detailed study of African trade in America, see Stoller 2002. 
132 The Hausa of Niger are known as traders and came to live in Bobo several generations ago. Safi's 
mother was born in Bobo. 
133 The three remaining co-wives in the compound are each of a different ethnic origin. One is a 
Hausa, the other Bamana of Mali and the last one is a Wolof of Senegal. However all three were born 
in Bobo. 
134 In Jula `An ka don, an ka donkili' 

112 



The following day is the day for the public display of the family's joy. It is 

the day of the feast and the dance where everyone is invited. 

Preparations of the festive meal, malo zaamen, start early. Much of the 

chopping of vegetables and cutting of the meat had been done before the ingredients 

have reached the Bationo compound. Mamou is setting the large hearthstones in the 

middle of the compound. It will take several iron pots of the largest size to prepare 

the food for all the guests, so the usual place in the kitchen is much too small for this 

purpose. This will mean that whoever is in charge of stirring will have to endure not 

only the heat of the burning firewood, but also that of the scorching midday sun. The 

first chores of preparing the ingredients are however taking place in the shade of the 

large mango trees. Women are peeling garlic, which is then being crushed in the 

large wooden mortar, some are cleaning the parsley, which will also be pounded in 

the mortar. I am given the task of peeling the Maggi stock cubes. There are more 

than fifty cubes to be used in the preparation of the malo zaamen. Maggi stock cubes 

have become the quintessential African cooking ingredient and there is hardly a dish 

that does not contain these `magic' cubes. It seems that in the craving for `real 

taste, ' 135 Burkinabe and other West Africans, have managed to domesticate what 

was originally known as `tubabu dumuni' or `White Man's food' and now it is the 

ingredient that gives foods taste. 136 

As the preparation continues, the compound is soon filled with smells of 

frying meat. While the base of the dish, the stock/sauce made of meat, vegetables 

and Maggi cubes is boiling away, the last calabash of rice is being washed under 

Mamou's careful eye. Sacks of rice risk having sand and insects in them and it is 

therefore extremely important to wash it properly, before cooking. When such large 

quantities of rice are being cooked, it takes a very long time to wash the rice. Once 

the sauce is well prepared, Mamou takes a large metal spoon and takes out the meat 

and the large chunks of vegetables, such as cabbage, aubergines and carrots. These 

will be kept aside and then added to the rice after it has been properly cooked. The 

rice is then added to the boiling liquid and stirred a good few times. Then the dish is 

covered to prevent insects and sand from falling inside, and the rice cooks in the 

135 An informant once claimed that Africans, unlike Europeans, want their food to have a taste, 
therefore they use stock cubes. 
136 See Debevec 2003 for more on the place of Maggi cubes in Burkinabe cooking. 
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sauce for about an hour or more. It is usually not stirred again and this makes for a 

slightly burnt crust on the bottom of the pot. 137 

Once the rice is cooked, it is then distributed into large plastic dishes, and the 

meat and vegetables are placed on top of each dish. As with the distribution of the 

family meal, in this case the hierarchy comes into play. Mamou and a woman from 

the bride's family discuss who is to get what dish. It is important for the bride's 

family to get a large portion of the food, so it is for the balimamuso and for all the 

adult women in the bride's family. The young women who carry the food are given 

clear instructions as to who is to get what serving. As an outsider I could hardly 

follow the procedure and I was certainly not allowed to get involved, since it was a 

job for the experienced adult women. Bationo girls, who prepare the everyday meal, 

had no say when it came to the festive dishes. 

There is always a certain sense of contestation in regards to the food that is 

served. Sometimes the girls carrying the food to the neighbours' compound, where 

the majority of the guests were seated, come back with the food, together with one 

of the women from the bride's or groom's family. A woman argues that the dish that 

was served to some rather important relatives of the groom was inappropriate. A 

short argument breaks out. The women discuss whether the relative in question is 

really as important as the woman claims her to be. Another piece of meat and two 

pieces of cabbage are added to the pot. Mamou asks whether this is fine and the 

woman says yes. The girl then takes the food back to the guests. While the 

difference in the serving is small, the women are careful not to offend any one. The 

criticisms are flying both ways. Here Mamou is commenting on the greediness of 

the guests. But she is also aware that the guests will be making comments on the 

servings and on the cook and on the bride's family's stinginess. I have attended 

several weddings in Mamou's company and I know how critical she can be when 

she thinks that she is not being treated in a way that she considers acceptable. 

Once all the guests have been served, Mamou sets a dish aside and tells 

Madina to place it in the lounge. This will be for the family. While she goes to wash, 
I go and see the guests enjoying their lunch in the neighbouring compound. The 

place is crowded with women, some sitting on wooden benches, others on the plastic 

mats on the floor. With the large plastic dish full of rice in their middle, the women 

137 According to Paul Stoller burnt rice at the bottom of the pot (called xum in Wolof and kusu masa 
in Songhay) is delicacy in many West African societies (Stoller, personal communication, 2005). 
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dip their right hand into it and take the food to their mouth. As the rice could easily 

fall out of one's hand, the women make a ball out it, by squeezing it before lifting it 

to their mouth. The meat is usually left till the end when it is slowly chewed until 

one gets to the bone and then the bone is sucked and chewed and the unpalatable bits 

are spat on the floor. Once a woman has finished eating, she will wash her hands in 

the bowl that was put next to her feet, or ask a child to fetch a wash bowl for her. 

Then she may choose to drink her bag of lemburujii, a sweet lemon and ginger juice 

that is normally served at traditional events. 

Some, particularly the more important guests, are eating in the rooms 

surrounding the courtyard. It is often the case that these women will be given a 
better choice of food and are, for the sake of avoiding a conflict, kept out of 

everyone else's view. On the few occasions when I had found myself among the 

privileged guests in a private room, the serving was much bigger than usual, and at 

the end of the meal the women in whose company I was eating brought out plastic 
bags and put the rest of the food in them to take them home. Those sitting outside 

are not in a position to do so and will only be given leftovers in the event of an 
important female relative being unable to make it to the party and they will be sent 

some food by the hosts. 

After they have eaten, the women rest on their benches or on the mats. Some 

get up to get a selidaga to do the ablutions and then find a corner to pray. Others sit 

around and chat, some lying on the mats and taking a rest. Many of the women will 

return to their homes to change their clothes, wash, maybe pray or maybe have a 

nap. 

The party resumes at around four or five in the afternoon, when it has moved 
from inside the compound to the street outside. A marquee-like green tent has been 

set up outside the compound and underneath the jelimuso138 and her band are 

playing away. There are benches on all the sides, with children sitting there playing. 

As the women start arriving, dressed in their best derekebaaw, they tell the children 

to get up so they can sit there. The band is playing a tune, but it takes a while for 

everyone to gather there and for the dance to begin. Women take their seats and the 

jelimuso sings away. She is praising the family of the bride and the groom, the 

balimamuso and any other influential woman present. As the jeliw earn money by 

138 Sometimes the wedding party will have several jeliw singing, both male and female. This depends 
on the groom's wealth. 
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singing people's praises, it is important for them that there are rich and generous 

women among the guests. The woman whose praise is being sung then either has to 

give money to the jell, or one of her family members gives money on her behalf. 

The jeli is given a list of all the important women in both families and then sings 

these names out, and the women of the family gather in the centre and dance in 

honour of their relative. Sometimes if the woman is not present, the jeli is told to 

postpone her song for later when she will be available. Sometimes the jeli will try to 

sing several songs about the same person in order to extract more money. This gets 

commented on and the women criticise the jelimuso for her greediness. 

While it may seem that the donba serves solely as an opportunity for the 

female relatives of the bride and the groom to get their praises sung, it is in fact a 

party where all the young and old women get to dance and have fun, as they all 

dance in a large circle, even if they are not part of the family whose praises are being 

sung. The dance is also an opportunity for the poorer among the jeliw to make some 

money. 139 While the main singer and the jeliw who took part in the konyomuso 

datugu were `hired' by the family, many of the older jelimuso that come to the 

donba are not associated with the family. They walk around the dancers and place 

their scarf on the shoulder of one of the dancers. The dancer is then under the 

obligation to wrap a coin into the scarf and return in to the jelimuso. However the 

large number of these scarves circulating makes it impossible for women to put 

money in each one. Women often try to duck the scarves when they see the jell 

approaching and jeliw have developed ways of throwing the scarf from a far to catch 

a woman. 

On the other hand the main jelimuso will make large amounts of money. The 

donba is a display of wealth and prosperity and women will go to the bank the day 

before the wedding to get crisp new bank notes to flash them in front of the 

audience. The women of the bride and groom's families may display bank notes also 

on their outfits. They use sewing pins to attach large bank notes on to their 

derekebaa. Often the money has been borrowed from someone as the sum may 

represent more than the woman earns in two months. The average amount given to 

the griot is 500 or 1000 FCFA, but sometimes the bank notes that the women wave 

139 Not all jeliw are experienced singers and some of them live in very poor conditions. For those 
weddings, naming ceremonies and other celebrations are an opportunity not only get make some 
money, but also to have decent meal once in a while. 
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in their hands may be of the 5000 or even 10 000 FCFA. 14° In some cases the 

women will hand one of these large bank notes to the jelimuso, and when people are 

not watching, the jell will give her the change for the large amount. In this case, as 

in many other instances, it is the appearance that matters most. Some women have 

already created large debts to pay for their new outfit, shoes, bag and jewellery, so 

the money given to the griots adds an additional burden on their already suffering 

finances. Sometimes women will avoid going to weddings because they cannot 

afford to buy a new outfit and do not have money to give to the jeliw. The pressure 

of what people may think of you if you are stingy with the griots may prevent the 

women from going to enjoy the party. This is particularly the case of the adult 

married women, who are expected to have more money than the younger ones. 

Mamou and Fati Koroba always make the point of wearing the best outfit at the 

weddings they attend and are as generous as they possibly can be, when giving the 

money to the jeliw. 

The wedding dance continues till about 7 PM and then slowly the guests 

leave for home. For Safi's family the party is not over. She stays in her family home 

for the next few days while the older women gather round her, singing songs and 

keeping her company. Guests come round to view the wedding presents. The bride 

is finally taken to her new/old home on Sunday night. 

A few days later I go to see Safi in her husband's house. I bring photos of the 

wedding and of the wedding presents, which I took during the ceremony. Safi takes 

me through the compound into her house. The place is much larger than that in 

which she was born and raised. In the lounge, large sofas, set around a brown 

wooden coffee table, dominate the room. In the far corner of the room, there is a 

large cupboard, the size of the wall, with several sets of new pots and plates, all 

wedding gifts, in full display. Her `deux chambres- salon' as people here refer to a 

two-bedroom place, is a huge improvement from the crowded house she was used 

to. Her husband works as a chauffeur for a French development project and could 

afford to pay for a respectable wedding ceremony, but only after more than 12 years 

of a relationship. While Safi may now look well content with her situation, there 

may have been moments in the past, when the future was not as certain. 

140 10 000 FCFA is the largest bank note in circulation. 
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Civil wedding of the first cousins, les Sidibe and les Diop 

Moving on from traditional wedding celebrations I will now to focus on the civil 

wedding celebrations. The wedding I will be discussing is one of the more rare cases 

in which a civil wedding directly followed a traditional one and where both the bride 

and groom were young and without children. The newlyweds in question are 

Bationo's first cousins, the children of Mama's younger and older sister. 

While through a traditional wedding ceremony sunguru (a girl) becomes 

muso (a woman) in the eyes of the outside world, the civil wedding is the official 

recognition by the state of her status as a wife. A civil ceremony gives her official 

rights in case of marital problems and widowhood. During a civil wedding 

ceremony a man has to commit to either monogamy or polygamy, as he is asked to 

choose between the two forms of marriage. However, many men who choose 

monogamy during the civil wedding, will later on take a second wife, but only marry 

her in a traditional ceremony, as the original vow cannot be altered. 141 The civil 

ceremony is much shorter than the traditional and shows many elements of Western 

influence, which should be clear from the following account taken from my field 

notes: 

Mamou had been talking about this wedding for a long time and telling 

everyone about the preparation and how she had to do most of the work and how it 

was really physically exhausting for her, as ever since her operation about eight 

months ago when she had a benign lump removed from her breast, she has not been 

feeling very well. Mamou is overweight and moves around slowly even when she is 

feeling good, and the younger people in the compound believe that she is lazy. She 

spends most of day sitting on the chair on her terrace or inside the house (during the 

rainy season), crocheting some of the time or just dozing off. While she seems very 
inactive within the compound, she is the one member of the family who looks after 

the older relatives living outside the compound, and is often visiting them in their 

homes or accompanying them during their visits to the doctor's surgery. This is also 

one of the reasons why she was involved in the preparation of her cousins' wedding. 

141 In Cote d'Ivoire where polygamy is outlawed, Muslim men will marry their second or third wife 
in a traditional wedding to avoid legal prosecution (M. N. LeBlanc - personal communication, 2003). 
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As I was away for a few days the week before the wedding, I was not aware 

of all the details and I also had not received a proper invitation. It is important to 

stress here that there is no such thing as an official invitation as we know it in the 

West, where you receive a letter saying you are invited. 142 Here anyone can show up 

at a party and the hosts have a sort of a moral obligation to accept their presence. 

But there are ways of informing people that there is a party and that they are 

expected to take part. One can either say, `There is a wedding in our compound, 

come and join us' or use a more traditional form of invitation in which a member of 

the family walks around with a bag of sweets/bonbons (in the past it was dates and 

groundnuts) and distributes it to people by saying 'Konyoya bey' `Deenkuli bey'. 143 

There are times when a person has been invited in the latter fashion but still will not 

attend the event because s/he believes that s/he was not invited properly, that is with 

all the respect that s/he is due according to her/his status. My assistant Bintou would 

be such a `stubborn' guest and the following anecdote illustrates this point: 

One day Bintou and I were sitting in front of her compound, on an old 

wooden bench next to her maternal aunt Safiatou who was selling fried millet cakes 

when Bintou's cousin Aboubacar, who was the one that introduced us in the first 

place, came along carrying a bag of sweets and giving them to people. He gave it to 

most people who were sitting there, me included, but he did not give any to Bintou. 

(Aboubacar and Bintou had not been getting on for a while, because they were 

involved in the opposite sides of an argument, which was later resolved, yet 

Aboubacar never forgave Bintou and claimed that she needed to apologise to him, as 

he was older than her. ) As I asked Bintou whether we were going to go to this 

wedding, she said she was not invited and was not going. I gave her one of the 

sweets that Aboubacar had given me and said: `Now you're invited. ' Safiatou burst 

out laughing. 

In the case of the Diop and Sidibe wedding I felt that I should be told directly 

that I was invited. But as I mentioned before, I had been away from Bobo for a few 

days and as I came back I got the treatment that was usual after a few days of 

absence Seen as they were my `older sisters', Mamou's and Fati liked being 

informed about my every move. Whenever I did something without their knowledge 

I would suffer the consequences of my actions; sometimes this would be 

14' Most of my informants found the Western practice to be a rather strange and quite rude, in conflict 
with their notions of hospitality in the times of celebration. 
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demonstrated in very uninterested morning greetings or even no greeting at all, 

sometimes in not letting me engage in conversation with them while we were having 

lunch by speaking Jula so fast that I could not follow. 

I knew the wedding was coming up but I was still waiting for Mamou or any 

other woman in the family to invite me formally to the party. Nobody had invited 

me and I decided to be stubborn and not ask about it either. That Thursday morning 

I left the house and went into town and did not come back until the evening. When I 

arrived back at the compound Mamou asked me why I did not come to her 

wedding. 144 I said to her that I had not been invited. She said that if one says: `IZy a 

un marriage' it is an invitation in itself. I decided to avoid conflict and said that I 

wasn't aware of that and that in Europe it was different. She decided to accept my 

explanation. She also told me that Fatoumata, an older woman, who lived around the 

corner, asked about me at the wedding and she had told her that I must have been 

too busy with my work and therefore could not come over. 

The next day Bintou told me I had done the right thing by not going, because 

according to her I deserved a proper invitation. By this she meant that Mamou 

should have made an announcement about the wedding to me and asked me to 

come. While it may seem like I was being petty, I had in the past witnessed cases of 

`improper invitations' to such events being met with harsh criticism by the women 

of my compound. Improper invitations are those that are presented at the last 

minute, usually on the eve of the celebration and even worse, presented by a small 

child and not an adult or at least adolescent member of the family. Sending a child to 

extend the invitations suggests that the person you are inviting is not important 

enough for you to come and invite them yourself. Brand argues that among the 

people of Bamako, Mali, women choose not to attend a ceremony if the person who 

invited them had not been generous in her gifts at the celebrations they invited her 

to, or perhaps did not even attend them (Brand 2001: 182). It therefore seems that 

one often attends these events not out of a wish to have a good time, but in order to 

keep the chain of invitations going back and forth. 

On Friday the courtyard was in full preparation of Saturday's civil wedding 

party, which was going to take place there. The conversation still revolved around 

the konyoya that took place the day before. Mama said that it was really interesting 

143Jula for `There is a wedding, ' 'There is a child naming ceremony. ' 
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and that it was a shame I could not come. Fati Fitinin, who was sitting close by and 

was aware of my earlier conversation with Mamou, was chuckling but made no 

comment. As it would have been inappropriate for me to say that I did not feel that I 

was invited, I said to Mama that I wasn't able to go because I was busy working. '45 

I sat on the terrace with the women and helped cleaning the string beans. 

Mamou was frying popcorn and told me to have some. Madina, Assetou, and the 

maid were washing the trays for tomorrow's reception. Some of the trays were 

brought by the bride's relatives who lived in Ouagadougou. `Everyone in the family 

participates in the financing of the fete', said Mamou, but cousin Souleymane 

(brother of the bride, a successful businessman), gave most money. ' Mamou did not 

specify how much she or her mother contributed, and I did not consider it 

appropriate to ask any further. 146 

After she had finished frying the popcorn, Mamou fried the beignets de 

crevettes, a type of shrimp chips, that came in boxes that had Chinese scripture on 

them and which I had previously seen at the party at Dieudonne's house. This type 

of food is referred to as tubabu dumuni. When Mamou finished frying the chips, Fati 

Fitinin used the same pan and oil to fry the meat. Because the oil had been used 

several times before, there was a very strong and unpleasant smell emanating from 

the frying pan. After that Fati Fitnin marinated the whole chickens that had been 

killed and plucked earlier. She was using salt, garlic, vinegar and some oil and 

Maggi cube. Fati Koroba then fried them in the oil that was left over from frying the 

popcorn, chips and meat. I was sitting next to her and washing the salad. There was 

a lot of salad to be washed and I soaked it in the large basin, adding a fistful of 

coarse salt to, at least slightly, help to kill off the germs. And then changed the water 

three times, rinsing the salad. 147 While washing the salad, I was chatting to Fati 

144 She referred to it as 'her wedding' as she was one of the organisers and was also the witness for 
the bride at the civil wedding. 
145 One is not allowed to point to any conflict between the family members, unless it reaches the stage 
where it needs an outside intervention. 
146 Her statement however contradicts the normal practice of the groom's family paying for the 
festivities. My guess is that the Bationo's only participation was in terms of preparation of the food 

and hosting of the event, and that the largest part was paid by the groom's and the bride's families, 

which both have successful adult sons. The bride's older brothers are successful business men, 
running an import-export company, whereas the groom's older brother has a high ranking job in the 
port of Dakar in Senegal. They are extremely successful compared to the adult men in the Bationo 
family, who are either unemployed or hold badly paying and unglamorous jobs. 
147 As the water is an expensive commodity it is not possible to wash the salad under running water. 
No activity connected with water is done with the tap running. The water is first collected into a basin 
or a bucket and then used for washing the dishes or clothes, cleaning the floors, showering, watering 
the plants. Sometimes during the day Mamou locks the tap (there is only one in the compound) and 
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Koroba, who was frying the chickens. We were chatting about various things, 

mostly about her problems with constipation and about what one can do to prevent 

it. 

As I have discussed in the previous chapter, the hierarchical system and 

division of labour among women within one family is quite complex and not all 

women would do all jobs around the house. However on the day of the party all 

women help with the food preparation, even Fati Fitinin, Mamou and Fati Koroba, 

who would not normally cook on weekdays. 

During preparation many women came and went. Some stayed a while and 

chatted and if there was anything they could help with, like plucking the chickens, or 

washing the salad, they would lend a hand. Despite the fact that this does not make a 

real difference in food preparation, it shows good will and is appreciated by whoever 

is doing most of the work. 
At a traditional wedding party there will be only one dish served, and most 

of the time it is riz gras, which can be accompanied by salad. As this was a civil 

wedding, 148 which included western style dress for the bride and the groom, a table 

d'honneur was prepared where the newlyweds would sit accompanied by the best 

man and maid of honour and some of the close relatives. Food was to be served on 

plates and with cutlery and people at this table would get proper glasses to drink 

their soft drinks from. 149 

Once all the main preparations were finished, people resumed their everyday 

lives, eating dinner, praying, watching TV. I went to bed soon after the News, as I 

was tired and knew that I had to get up early the next day. 

The following morning the preparations started really early, about 5 o'clock. Since I 

offered my help, I was woken up around then. As I got up, people were already busy 

doing their chores. In Fati and Mamou's lounge they had already started chopping 

the vegetables for the crudite'so platters. I sat on a little stool and started peeling the 

cucumbers. Very soon after Fati Koroba walked in and said she would grate the 

one has to use the water that has been poured from the tap into a huge bucket under the mango tree. 
One gets the water out by using a large calabash. 
148 At a traditional Muslim wedding party, food is served in buckets and other large plastic bowls. 
Women use their hand to eat and drinks are given in plastic bags. Bowls with food are placed on the 
floor and women who are seated either on plastic mats or wooden benches and chairs gather around 
them to eat. 
149 This was a Muslim couple and there was no alcohol served at the party. 
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carrots. As she was grating, she kept complaining how difficult it was, how her 

fingers hurt from the sharp grater and she ate more carrots than she grated. When I 

pointed that out to her, she replied: `This grating business is hard, but do not think 

that I want to eat this carrot, I am only eating it because it contains vitamin A. ' 

After a while I had finished peeling the cucumbers and started helping Fati Fitinin 

with the tomatoes and I offered to Fati Koroba to swap, if she found grating to 

difficult. She agreed to swap, but gave me a warning about how difficult it really 

was. When I started to grate the carrots, it went much faster. Fati Koroba was 

chopping the tomatoes together with Fati Fitinin. At around seven thirty more 

women showed up. I did not know them, but from what they were saying I gathered 

they were sisters of the groom, who were living in Ouaga and only came to Bobo for 

the wedding. A few were dressed up for the ceremony, and so they borrowed an old 

pagne from Fati to cover their party outfit. The whole time we were working Fati 

Koroba kept complaining about how hard it is to prepare crudites. While we were 

chopping and grating the vegetables, Mamou was keeping the bride company at the 

hairdressers. The night before she came to ask me if I had any jewellery that I could 

lend the bride. 151 I gave her a silver set of necklace, bracelet and earrings that I had 

brought with me from home. She said it was just the thing she was looking for. 

As we were preparing the food the conversation moved around various 

topics. It was mainly the Ouagalese women that spoke. They were commenting on 

the high prices of salad and the vegetables and how even a tin of green peas was 

difficult to afford. They all agreed that having a western style wedding was very 

expensive. One of them started to comment on the numbers of people who show up 

to the wedding celebrations and how weddings have become a place where single 

young women come to find themselves a boyfriend. She said that in Ouaga, girls 

would go to beauty salons and have a makeover just to attend a wedding 

ceremony152 and that they said it was the best place `to land a man'. All the women 

in the room agreed that this was a horrible practice. They commented on the 

150 The French word erudite is used also in Jula to express the buffet style salad displayed on platters. 
151 I was surprised and almost flattered by the fact that she came to ask me. Most women in Burkina 
were not very appreciative of the style of my choice of accessories, as I mainly chose to wear 
African-style necklaces and bracelets, while they preferred gold plated things imported from the 
West, which I found to be rather tacky. One should consider the global irony of this obsession with 
the authenticity of the other. Women in the West are paying vast amounts of money for 'authentic 
ethnic jewellery' and at the same time women in West Africa spend their fortunes on 'authentic 
Western' golden accessories. 
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calculating nature of these girls, who looked at the man as easy prey, who could not 

resist a beautifully made up woman in a tight and revealing outfit. It should be said 

that most of the women who were part of our conversation seemed just as dressed 

and made up as the women they were describing. 

Once all the vegetables had been cut, the salad was to be displayed on the 

platters. Fati Fitinin was the one who was in charge of the whole thing. She spread 

out a couple of platters and told us to start setting them up. The technique of 

arranging a salad plate is as follows: you spread the lettuce all over the platter and 

you arrange the other vegetables on top of it. Grated carrots, slices of tomatoes and 

cucumbers, slices of hardboiled eggs, haricot vent, onion and parsley. The whole 

idea reminded me of the 1970s style salad plates that I saw in my mother's old 

cookbooks. I got into a competitive mood and with the idea of making the best 

platter started arranging the grated carrots in the shape of a heart and making it all 

symmetrical and `pretty. ' My efforts seemed to go by unnoticed. While we were 

doing this, Bintou, my assistant, arrived and she started helping us. But Fati Fitinin 

was not pleased with her, as Bintou kept blowing her nose, and she told her to keep 

her filthy handkerchief away from the food. Bintou was told to make the 

mayonnaise. A woman from the groom's family came inside and wanted to help 

with making the mayonnaise. She took it from Bintou's hands, but she was not 

capable of whisking it properly so it turned out quite bad. Fati took it out of her 

hands and gave it back to Bintou, who gave me a victorious look. While women 

always stress that wedding preparations are a joint effort that requires cooperation 

from all of the people involved, I would often notice some competitive behaviour, 

especially when there were outsiders involved. In this case Fati F. was making a 

great effort to be in charge of all the activities and to show to all the other women 
involved that she had the final say in the way things would take place. 

After the salad spreads were ready, we had to go outside and arrange the 

tables. As in most compounds in Bobo people do not have enough chairs and tables 

for such a large reception; there are bars or individuals that rent them out on such 

occasions. But this costs a lot of money and families try to use as much of what they 

already possess as possible. The result is a funny mix of tables of different height 

and width, all aligned in a single long row. We covered the tables with black plastic 

152 They were probably referring to the civil wedding ceremonies or to Christian weddings, as the 
traditional Muslim wedding celebration involves a separate party for women. 
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and then put white sheets on top of that. The sheets belonged to Mama and were 

saved for special occasions. Some of them had small holes in them and we had to 

arrange them in the way that the least holes would be showing. Fati Fitinin decided 

that I should be the one in charge of the flower arrangements for the table d'honneur 

and she asked me to use mango leaves to write heureux menage153 on the front. 

Hadama and Bakary helped me to collect enough leaves and I used the pins that Fati 

gave me to attach the leaves. Ahmed was supervising the whole thing, letting me 

know whether the writing was in a straight line. While I was busy arranging the 

table, some people arrived with large pots of malo zaamen. I remembered that 

Mamou had told me that one of the aunts was taking care of the rice dish; I realised 

that they would not be able to feed everybody with the crudites. By then most of the 

adults went off to la mairie to attend the official ceremony. 154 I realised that there 

was still some work left, so I stayed, together with Fati, and helped set the table. The 

plates and glasses and the cutlery were of all shapes and sizes. I tried to follow some 

pattern and please my aesthetic sense and obsession with symmetry but it was 

almost impossible. 

Some guests, mainly old women, had already arrived and took their seats on 

the benches on Mama's terrace. I recognised some of the women as Mama's 

cousins, others I saw for the first time. The women were sitting there quietly, hardly 

acknowledging each other's presence. They were waiting for the arrival of the bride 

and groom, so that they could be served some food. 155 Soon people started arriving 

from the town hall. They parked their mopeds in front of the compound and walked 

in to take a place at one of the seating areas. By then all the chairs that the family 

possessed (including my two) were neatly placed around the compound. Those who 

arrived first went for the more comfortable sofa-chairs that on an ordinary day 

would not leave the living room. 

I had a quick shower and went to get dressed in `party clothes'. Outfits for a 

civil wedding are different to the ones for a `traditional' wedding. Whereas a 

traditional wedding will see people wearing the finest boubous made of shining 

damask-linen, with elaborate embroidery on the front, at the civil wedding people 

often choose to wear more Western style clothing. For women this could be a dress 

153 Happy matrimony. 

154 I got to see the town hall ceremony on videotape a few weeks later. 
Iss Especially for the poorer older women, a wedding celebration is one of the rare occasions of 
having a filling meal. 
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made of a viscose or a polyester cloth with a flower print, or a trouser or a skirt suit 

and men wearing a shirt and trousers, or even a trouser suit, rather than a male 

boubou or a kaftan. There is no strict dress code and people will wear their new, 

favourite or best outfit, but one can see more African style outfits at a traditional 

wedding party. 

After I got dressed I joined the crowd of people standing in front of the gate, 

waiting for the bride and groom to arrive from the town hall. I had my camera, 
hoping to get a good picture of the couple. After a while a Mercedes decorated with 

cotton wool arrived and out came the couple, together with Mamou and the best 

man. Mamou was wearing a dress in baby blue colour, cut in a Western style, and 
had lots of makeup. With her large figure she overshadowed the tiny bride, who kept 

looking to the ground. Mamou was trying to arrange for the couple to walk hand in 

hand through the gate towards the table. As they walked past me I tried to snap a 

picture of the couple. People were calling out greetings and applauding. The couple 

took their place at the table of honour and a lot of the older people joined them there, 

without necessarily being invited to do so. Mamou and the best man ended up 

without a seat and had to sit in the back row with the other guests. I asked Mamou 

why she was not claiming her right to sit at the `high table' and she dismissed it as 
being unimportant and saying something like: `Oh, just leave them, they don't 

understand, so there is no point. ' 

As soon as the people were sitting comfortably Fati F. gave us the go ahead 

to start serving the food. With a few other young girls, we went around and served 

the people sitting at the table salad, meat, pasta, rice and sauce. Except for one or 

two aunties, who knew me well, the other people completely ignored me and never 

said a word as I was serving their plate, unless they thought that the portion I had 

served them was not big enough. After serving the people at table d'honneur, I went 

around the people seating in the back and gave them platters of food, from which 

they were meant to eat with their hands. They grabbed the food like there was no 

tomorrow; it was all gone in less than a minute. As I was walking around serving 

people, making sure everyone got a fair share, I looked out for the family teenagers, 

who are usually left out on such occasions. I spotted Ahmed and his friends, and 

Hadama and Ismael and Madina and tried to get some food to them. It was difficult 

though, as everyone seemed to want more and felt they were not given their share. 
Mai, Tonton Mokhtar's daughter, who never spoke to me when she came round, and 
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whom I disliked somewhat for that very reason, was waving to me in a friendly way, 

saying: `Liza, I didn't get any food yet. ' I looked at her with disbelief, but smiled 

and said I would try to get her something. So I went to find some meat and pasta for 

her and her friends. But she found it to be insufficient. I told her off by saying that 

she got more than other people and that I, for one, had not had anything yet. 

Besides the food we were also handing out soft drinks (Coke, Fanta and 

Sprite) to the adults. Children were not given the drinks, or the food, unless they 

were accompanied by an adult, and in fact, the two young men who were in charge 

of making sure that there would be no unwanted people in the compound, 156 were 

preventing any unaccompanied children from getting in. As the food disappeared 

very quickly, some women even entered Mamou's and Fati's lounge looking for 

more, with one or two of them going even further and snooping in their bedrooms. 

Mamou and Fati were visibly upset, but did not say anything to these women. 
During the reception many people took the opportunity to have their picture 

taken with the bride and the groom. I took a photo of Mamou and Mama with the 

newlyweds and a photographer took one of me. 157 

By 11.30 AM the people had left and only the people from the compound 

stayed around, trying to clean up the unbelievable mess that was left behind. We 

started picking up dishes and cups, gathering them all in the large buckets that were 

used for dishwashing. Fati, the maid, Ahmed's girlfriend Hawa and I started 

washing the dishes. It went rather quickly as two were scrubbing and the other two 

rinsing. I noticed that most plastic trays had the Diop name written on them, 158 

which meant that they were borrowed from the groom's family. 

Fati called out to Madina and asked whether lunch was ready. I was 

surprised as I thought that we would not have lunch after the buffet, especially as I 

knew that Fati had hidden more food in her room, but it turned out I was wrong. 

Madina had not yet prepared the meal and they yelled at her for being stupid and not 

156 Despite the fact that people did not need an invitation for attending this party, the family did not 
want the whole block to end up in the compound. They therefore asked two of the deaf and dumb 
friends of Yacouba to stand at the door and not allow any of the street children to come in. 
157 There is no party in town without a professional photographer present and more affluent people 
will also have a cameraman filming a video. Photographs play an important part in recording both 
celebration and everyday life in Bobo. Even at funerals, people will take photos of the dead person 
wrapped in a shroud and keep them in their family photo album. (For more work on the role 
photography in Africa, see Behrend (2002 and 2002a). 
i58 People used to have their name engraved on to a metal or clay pot, but today they just use a 
marker pen. That way one can locate the borrowed pots faster. Pots are borrowed on special 
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thinking about her duties. In the end it was Celestine who prepared a ragout 

d'ignames. There was a box of soft drinks left as well and all the members of family 

got one. I found that rather awkward as I knew there were some people at the party 

who did not get a drink and I had told them that we had run out. On the other hand I 

felt that this was some sort of reward for all those who helped with the preparation 

and the execution of the party. So we had the ragout and the left over food from the 

party for lunch. 

Discussion 

The ethnographic data on marriage practices and the wedding celebrations opens a 

window into several important issues concerning in the politics of everyday life in 

Bobo Dioulasso. As Vassous Argyrou has already discovered in his seminal work on 

weddings in Greek Cyprus, weddings are an extremely rich and valuable source of 

data on the struggle between tradition and modernity. 159 Argyrou writes that in 

Cyprus weddings are an "important cultural celebration, something of a master 

symbol that encapsulates, expresses, and helps to reproduce a complex way of life, 

as current and vibrant as any other we know"(1996: 2). With this thought as an 
inspiration, I have tried to present the Burkinabe wedding practices and celebrations 

as a source of struggle between the traditional ideals and contemporary realities. 

In the case of Bobo-Dioulasso the two types of weddings serve two different 

purposes and in an ideal situation every marriage should be confirmed in a 

traditional and a civil ceremony. A traditional, Muslim ceremony, is the process 

through which a girl becomes a woman and hence a desired and essential rite of 

passage for every Burkinabe `woman. ' This celebration also satisfies the women's 

need for a week-long celebration, with food offerings and lots of money given to 

griots. 160 People make a conscious attempt to make their wedding into the best one 

ever, and they do that by giving away lots of money to the griots and by presenting 

occasions, but they might find their way into a different compound also when people send food 
offerings and the food is not immediately transferred to a different dish. 
159 Argyrou's data is strikingly similar and comparable to my findings in Burkina on many of the 
issues. The only major difference is that in the Cypriot case, the traditional and 'European' wedding 
are two versions of an officially recognised ceremony. 
160 The situation is similar to that of potlatch since the giver is in a superior position to the receiver 
(the griots) and the whole event is an ostentatious display of wealth (Barnard 2000: 445). Argyrou 
also compares the 1930 Greek Cypriot weddings to Mauss's idea of potlatch (1996: 10) as the families 
try to exceed the lavishness of all the previous wedding parties. 
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lavish wedding presents. The wedding presents that are given also help maintain the 

gift-chain that the women are involved in and as such serve to maintain social 

networks and consequently also social status of the women. 

The civil wedding, on the other hand, speaks for the recognition of the wife 

by the husband, as this is the way of her receiving some legal rights in case of a 

divorce. It is also a display of a couple's openness to Western ways, a way of 

showing that they are moving with the times and accepting the fact that it is only 

through this ceremony that they are truly wedded in the eyes of their government. 

While there are some similarities between the civil and the traditional 

wedding ceremony of Bobolese Muslims, it is quite clear that the civil wedding 

ceremony is a sort of attempt to mimic the Western style wedding buffet with a table 

d'honneur; the traditional ceremony is full of ethnic elements, such as dances and 

songs typical of for the ethnic group of which the bride and groom belong to. 

As it is clear from the ethnographical data presented above the type of food 

and drinks served at the two types of parties also points to the attempt at having a 

different style of party. The traditional wedding party with malo zaamen and 

lemburujii and the civil wedding with buffet style salad platters, pasta, popcorn, 

shrimp crackers and bottled soft drinks testify to the difference. Besides food and 

drink, the manner in which the food is consumed also changes. At the traditional 

event all the guests eat the malo zaamen with their hands and drink their lemburujii 

from small plastic bags. The guests at the table d'honneur at the civil ceremony are 

served food on plates and are given cutlery and glasses and the rest of the guests are 

served food on plastic plates or trays and served drinks in bottles. The civil 

ceremony breaks also with the tradition of men and women eating in separate 

groups. Unlike the traditional party, where all the guests are female, the civil 

wedding will find men and women seating at the same table and sometimes even 

eating from the same tray. 

The chosen dress style is another aspect of material culture that may change 

significantly from one type of party to the other, although there is not such a clear- 

cut difference in the two events as in the case of food. As I mentioned above, 

women often chose a boubou for a traditional wedding party and a Western style 

dress for the civil wedding. The bride will be wearing a white Western style 

wedding dress and Western style coiffure for the civil ceremony and at the 

traditional one she will be wrapped in a simple pagne, with her hair plaited in a 
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traditional way and her body covered with a white sheet. Yet neither of the two 

ceremonies will be completely devoid of influences from `the other side'. Food and 
fashion can be used by the people "to make a social statement about their relation to 

their society's conventions" (LeBlanc 2001: 442). 

Brand, writing about Muslim weddings in Mali, claims that the way the 

weddings are practiced reflects the three types of discourse that "give shape to field 

structures and habitus: Islam and Arabic influences, Euro-American influences, and 

what is commonly referred to as Mande `tradition"' (2001: 88). This of course 

suggests that there is more than one tradition and more than one modernity. Brand's 

conclusion that these discourses "depending on the context co-exist functionally, 

reinforce each other or serve as a basis for opposition" (ibid. ) seems to be applicable 

also to the Burkinabe context. This also confirms my analysis that tradition and 

modernity do not exist in opposition but successfully merge into new forms of 

practice, which may not yet have a specific name, but are very much present and 

alive. Traditional weddings are not completely void of Western elements and the 

civil wedding is in many ways very `traditional. ' In the case of the former the 

modern elements are seen in the presence of electronic equipment of the band of 

musicians who use microphones and loud speakers and in the cameraman, who is 

filming the whole event. The latter also uses elements of the former, e. g. the griots 

come and sing traditional praises at the town hall ceremony and the traditional ideal 

of `everyone is welcome' attempts to be maintained as well. Faced with major 

changes in the practice of everyday life, people perform a `pick and mix' in 

choosing the elements of tradition and modernity, whereby they embellish `the ways 

of the old' with those elements of the new that they find appropriate, attractive or 

pleasing. When they take place one after the other, the two events can be seen as 
attempts of reconciling tradition with modernity, the ideals of `the way of life of the 
grandparents' with the changes brought about with Westernisation of urban Burkina 
Faso. 

This chapter thus attempted to present two important issues. On one hand 
there is the struggle of tradition and modernity, placing the ideal against the actual, 
and on the other, the processes of creolisation (which sees the emergence of new 
forms) in which married life is both celebrated and acted out. In the chapter that 
follows I shall introduce another new practice of everyday life, watching television, 
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which has in many ways influenced the ways of being and doing of the Bobolese 

people. 
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Chapter Four 

Watching TV in a West African compound 

Very soon after moving into the Bationo family compound, I noted that my hosts 

spend a good portion of their everyday life sitting in front of the TV set. I realised 

that sitting in front of television set while watching a soap opera or any one of the 

other programmes showing, and making comments out loud, my informants 

revealed much more about themselves than they would when I asked direct 

questions. This lead me to adopt a form of participant observation, which consisted 

of sitting in front of the television set with my informants and sometimes also 

watching the programme, listening to the TV watchers' conversations, and 

occasionally engaging with the conversation myself, both about the programmes 

shown and about various other topics that were raised. 161 The thoughts and ideas 

expressed during these TV chats reveal people's ideas about the outside world, their 

self-image and about their position both inside their private worlds and in the public 

space. 162 They speak about people's ideas about the ideals and the realities of the 

everyday life and thus help me continue with the main theme of the thesis, which is 

the difference between the discourse and the practice of everyday life, between 

ideals and the reality. 

The idea that the study of the television's influence on society and its 

reception by the viewers cannot be understood without taking into consideration the 

ways in which people talk about television is commonly adhered to by Most 

anthropologists and sociologists studying television reception in the different world 

societies argue that (Wilk 2002, Askew 2002, Schulz 2001). In a study on TV- 

watching among the families from various parts of the world James Lull argued that 

the viewers' conversations about what happens on the TV screen are "one of the 

most powerful forms of empirical evidence to be considered" if one is to produce a 

161 This is exactly the methodology that James Lull was arguing for. He writes: "[t]hrough 
ethnographic enquiry, the researcher can study actual communication contexts and ways in which 
media experiences enter the lives of family members" (1980: 198). 
162 In Chapter Five I will focus more closely on the local meanings of space and places outside the 
family compound. 
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valid piece of research on the social and cultural aspects of television. He suggested 

that "it is through talk about television that the audience is constituted in certain 

ways" (1988: 17). 163 

This chapter is, however, not simply an exploration of the connections 

between TV and society. Rather, it is an analysis of TV watching that, like shopping, 

cooking or reading, has become one of the activities that constitute the practice of 

everyday life (Certeau 1988, Certeau, Giard & Mayol 1998) and I use TV talk both 

as a source of information and as a methodological tool for understanding the 

actions and words of the inhabitants of Bobo-Dioulasso. People's preoccupations 

with TV watching can be seen to "comprise a politics of consumption that tells us 

something about being-in-the-world" (Hansen 1999: 220). Similarly to food, in the 

case of TV watching, people are consuming images and making a statement about 

their position within the society. Thus my work continues in the tradition of the 

study of material culture and consumption in order to interpret social life (through 

material objects and practices) (Miller 1995, Appadurai 1986, Friedman 1994), 

which has been on the rise in the last two decades, especially with the appearance of 

many new journals that focus on material culture. ' 64 

There are several issues that emerge from my ethnography of TV watching 

and of the accompanying discussions of issues related and non-related to the 

programme. Issues of tradition and modernity, new forms of commensality, 

localisation of global forms, revealing and concealing forms of gossip are just a few 

of the possible themes one could explore based on this data. In this chapter I shall 

particularly focus on how, as TV became the object (of prestige) around which the 

social interactions take place, TV watching has, together with eating, created a new 

form of commensality; I will also discuss the conversations that accompany TV 

watching, such as gossip about everyday life and about the people and programmes 

appearing on the TV screen. Furthermore watching TV reveals the ways people use 

social networks to assure their place in their community. All these topics are 

discussed through ethnographic accounts of the conversations that take place in the 

compounds and through parallel descriptions of the contents of the programmes 

163 Original italics. 
'64 The numerous journal titles, from The Journal of Material Culture that first appeared in 1996 to 
the recently appeared Home Cultures Journal, Textile Journal and others from Berg Publishers, all 
speak about the great interest that anthropology has in the 'social life of things'. For a full genealogy 
of anthropological interest in material culture, see Buchli 2002. 
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shown. I also look at the public and journalists' reactions to TV programmes, which 

occasionally appeared in the Burkinabe press. Finally, I will try to contextualise the 

Burkinabe ways of watching TV within the existing anthropological literature about 

TV watching. 

TV as a source of entertainment and as an object of prestige 

In order to situate the above ideas into a local context I shall start by briefly 

outlining of the history of television in Burkina Faso, both from the point of a 

television set as a luxury object which embodies "modernity and [people's] 

achievement" (Silverstone 1994: 78) and also as a national institution. 

In Bobo-Dioulasso, as elsewhere in Burkina Faso and in Africa television 

plays an important role in everyday social interaction (Rowlands 1994, Abu-Lughod 

1995, Schulz 2001). Before TV became a common feature in many middle-class 

households, people used to listen to radio and also spent evenings telling stories. 
Although the local radio stations continue to present storytelling programmes in the 

national languages, these days storytelling 165 has almost completely disappeared 

from the daily life of the urban Burkinabe166 and radio has taken a second place as 

the source of entertainment, after television. Nowadays people gather around the 

television set in the evenings, as they used to around the radio, or a storyteller, in the 

past. A TV set has also replaced the radio as the object that gives its owner the 

appearance of being `cool' and 'civilised. 9167 A TV usually occupies a place of a 

centrepiece in a living room, sitting on the top shelf of a large armoire or on a 

specially designed TV table, and when not used, is covered with a piece of cloth, or 

even a specially-made crocheted cover. 168 

Of course, not all families possess a television set and it therefore still 

remains a luxury object, coveted by many who cannot afford even a simple radio. 169 

People who do not have a TV set in their home will often go to watch the 

165 For more on storytelling in Bobo Dioulasso see Giray-Saul 1989. 
166 In rural Burkina, in villages that haven't got electricity, the radio is, apart from the oral tradition, 
still the main source of information and entertainment. 
167Djibril Toure writes in L'hebdomadaire, a local Burkinabe newspaper, that "owning a radio was 
deemed 'cool' and 'civilised' in the 1960s and 1970s. " (Toure 2003: 1) 
168 Women who crochet napkins and tablecloths which are often given as a wedding present, have 
since the beginning of the TV era started including a crocheted TV cover in their sets. 
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programme either in a close relative's or a neighbour's compound, or, as a last 

resort, at a local corner shop or a bar. There are many small comer shops scattered 

all over the residential areas of Bobo-Dioulasso. The owner has usually converted a 

corner of his house into a tiny store that sells a large variety of goods. These shops 

mainly sell dry goods and the only perishable fresh food items are bread (French 

style loaves) and eggs. They also sell cooking oil, different sorts of flour, sugar, 

powdered and condensed milk. Washing powder, soap, body lotion and face creams 

are among other things that are on offer. Children come here to buy sweets and men 

to buy cigarettes. Well-to-do shop owners will have a TV inside their shop and in 

the evenings this attracts people, who gather to watch the soap opera and other 

programmes. While watching, men usually buy more cigarettes and children more 

sweets, so TV is also good for business. The latter two options for watching TV, 

bars and corner shops, are usually reserved for the men (and children 170) 
, as it would 

be inappropriate for women to sit unaccompanied outside, especially in the evenings 

and at night. 

Television Nationale du Burkina 

Burkinabe national television company, TNB, '7' has a single channel, which airs 

daily programmes. These are split in two sessions on weekdays and an all day 

programme on weekends. On weekdays the first programme starts just as the town 

hall sirens signal `1'heure de descente. '172 The programme starts with the sounds of 

the national anthem and images of rural and urban Burkina Faso. This is followed by 

a fifteen-minute cartoon for children and then by the News Bulletin. The News 

Bulletin is followed by an announcement of the programmes that will be showing 

that afternoon and evening. After that comes the first soap opera. The afternoon soap 

is less important than the evening one, as many people are busy doing other things 

and cannot follow it as regularly as the evening one. The afternoon programme ends 

169 A TV set will cost from about 80 000 FCFA onwards and a radio from 5000 FCFA onwards. 
170 These are usually children of poor parents, who do not have time to watch over them. 
'Respectable' families would never allow their children to stay out on the street after dark. 
171 Television National du Burkina has first transmitted on August 5,1963. Between 1973 and 1982 it 
transmitted four days a week, from 7-9 PM. From 1984 it had programmes running 6 days a week, 
Tuesday to Saturday, from 7-10 PM. Since September 1998 it has been showing about 75 hours of 
programmes per week (http: //www. tnb. bf). 
172 This is the time for lunchtime break that starts at 12.30 P. M. and ends at 3 P. M. Working hours are 
from 7.30 until 12.30 and from 3.30 PM till 5.30 PM. 
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at about 2.30 PM, when the town hall siren signals the time to get ready to return to 

work. On Thursdays173 and the weekends the programme runs continuously until 

midnight. Primary school students and those in the lower grades of high school do 

not have classes on Thursday afternoons and at that time of the day the TV 

programme is often aimed at the school children. Sometimes it will air short African 

films about or for children and sometimes there will be a documentary. Mondays 

through Wednesdays and on Fridays the evening programme starts at 6 PM, as the 

Town Hall sirens announce the end of the working day. The evening programme 

again starts with the national anthem and images from around the country. After this 

the lunchtime cartoon is repeated and it is followed by a series of educational 

programmes that include news in languages other than French. The languages that 

are usually represented are Gurmantse, Fulfulde, Jula, Bissa and Moore. ' 74 After 

about an hour of the educational programme there is a time for a comedy series. In 

the summer of 2002 they had introduced a local sitcom called Les Bobo-Dioufs. 175 

This ran at 7 P. M., just before the main attraction of the evening, the 7.30 soap 

opera. This is followed by the News at 8 P. M. The News programme is followed 

first by the weather report and then by the announcements of the lottery and horse 

racing results. Afterwards there is usually a documentary or a round table discussion 

on one of the current issues. Later in the evening, after the 10 o'clock news, a film is 

shown. The programme usually ends just before midnight, except on Saturdays 

when there might be two films in a row and it would end after 1 A. M. On Saturday 

afternoons there are often programmes about sport or travel documentaries. (See 

Table I. for a sample TV schedule) 

Because of the limited number of local TV productions, many of the 

programmes shown on TNB are imported. The documentaries and children's 

programmes are mainly of French and French Canadian origin, while most films are 

the really low quality Hollywood productions or sometimes Bollywood musicals or 

action films. Mostly these are action movies that include many scenes of violent and 

sexual nature. The most probable reasons for showing such films on TNB is the fact 

173 Burkinabe primary schools do not have classes on Thursday afternoons and the TNB runs films 
and documentaries aimed at young children and adolescents. 
174 Despite the fact that there are over 60 ethnic groups living in Burkina, only half a dozen of 
languages are used for these programmes. The languages used represent the larger ethnic groups, who 
possibly have more political power. Schulz writes similarly about the minority languages 
programmes on television in Mali (2001: 350). 
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that the price of purchase for these films is usually much lower than those of the A- 

line production and therefore affordable. 

In recent years there has also been a start in local production of sit-corns and 

mini series. The two most successful ones have been produced and directed by a 

European, with local actors, while some of them are a result of foreign finances, in 

the form of a cultural cooperation between Burkina and a Western country, and 

Burkinabe directors and actors. These series are very popular and have been 

exported to neighbouring French speaking countries. 

Table I. Programme of the TNB, source http: //www. tnb. bf 

TNB programme on Friday 14, December 2001 

12.30 Ouverture antenne 

12.35 Dessin anime: Franklin 

13.00 Top info 

13.10 Publicite 

13.15 Journal de la mi-journee 

13.30 Feuillton: Santa Barbara 245/250 

14.00 Magazine animalier: expedition clans le monde des animaux 

15.00 Fin des emissions de la mi-journee 

18.00 Ouverture antenne 

18.02 Dessin anime 

18.30 Information en Fulfulde 

19.00 Magazine Jula 

19.25 Top infos 

19.30 Telenovela: Catalina & Sebastian 

19.55 Publicite 

20.00 Le Journal 

20.30 Publicite 

20.35 Meteo 

175 A more detailed look at this sitcom follows later in this chapter. Other locally produced sitcoms 
that were aired during my stay were Visa Vis, Kadi Jolie and Situ. 
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20.40 Magazine 

21.10 Documentaire: Naba Tigre de Pickou Tenga 

21.40 Varietes 

22.10 Publicite 

22.15 Le Journal 

22.30 SitCom: Kadi Jolie II-11 numero 

22.45 soiree cinema: Rocky II 

00.00 Fin des emissions 

Burkinabe families watch television or how watching TV became a new form of 

commensality 

... 
It is a weekday evening and I am coming back home from a child naming 

ceremony that I attended in the centre of Bobo. Riding my blue P50,176 I am getting 

close to the home compound. The dusty street outside our house is empty except for 

the woman selling fritters and a few of her customers. I can see a crowd of people 

gathered outside Ali's corner shop, children trying to push their way closer to the 

door. A familiar melody is playing. I know it is the time for the evening soap 

opera. 177 Today it is Catalina and Sebastian. A few months ago perhaps Terra 

Nostra, Santa Barbara, Ciquinha Gonzaga, Cafe, La beaute du diable or anyone of 

the dozen of Latin American telenovelas or North American soap operas that have 

successfully mesmerised the local viewers. During the eighteen months of my stay 

in Bobo they have always been playing and the reaction of the audience has been 

always that of extreme excitement. Wherever it is possible, people will put aside 

whatever they are doing, and watch their favourite programme. 

In our compound everyone is there, from the smallest ones, Souleymane and 
Kadi, to the adult women, Mamou, Fati Fitinin and Fati Koroba, who have rushed 

their evening prayers in order not to miss the show. The deaf-mute friends of 
Yacouba, Youssouf and Assetou are there too and they are `loudly' discussing the 

176 Like many people of all generations, I used a small moped, an automatic known as P50, to get 
round the city of Bobo. P50 is the simplest type of moped available in Burkina and is produced (after 
a Peugeot licence) at the SIFA factory in Bobo-Dioulasso. 
177 Silverstone suggested that "Television is a cyclical phenomenon" and its regularly scheduled 
programme provides "a framework for the hours, days and weeks of the years"(1994: 15). 

138 



events in the soap. They are sitting on the terrace in front of the lounge of Mamou 

and Fati F. 's house, where the TV is kept during the day, carefully placed on top of a 

cupboard, covered with a large piece of cloth, which prevents it from getting 

damaged and dirty. During the rainy season, the family mostly watches TV inside 

the salon, but since the room is much smaller than the terrace, some of the people, 

particularly many of the deaf-mute youth, are excluded from it. While technically no 

one ever asks them to leave, there is a sort of unwritten rule that they do not sit in 

the lounge. The same is true in case of friends of other young people of the 

compound. Adult guests get a more preferential treatment. 

The only person who never watches TV is Mama, who, like many older 

Muslim women and men, spends the evenings praying at the local mosque. After 

returning from her prayers, she sits in front of her house and eats her evening meal, 

sometimes the warmed leftovers from lunch, sometimes she prepares a new dish. 

While supervising the preparation of the meal (she will only provide the ingredients 

and instruct Celestine on how to cook it), she is sometimes reading her prayer book 

or she might be counting the day's profits of the sales of shea butter. In many ways, 

Mama embodies tradition in the Bationo compound, since she is the one who eats 

sitting on the floor, using with her hand, prays regularly, does not watch TV or listen 

to the radio, and when she cooks, she mostly does so using a traditional hearth with 
fire wood. 

Some of the TV `watchers, ' mostly children, are eating their dinners, the 
leftovers from lunch, warmed rice or to and sauce. Those who got lucky that day and 

have managed to sweet-talk someone into giving them some money (anything 

between 25 and 100 CFA) may have gone to one of the food sellers on the street to 

get some fried sweet potatoes or yams, or perhaps a bowl of beans to add to rice and 

sauce. But food is hardly of any importance at this moment. Everyone is attentively 

'consuming' the images from the TV screen. 

It is only after the soap has ended, that Fati Fitinin and Mamou, having also 
finished their evening prayers, will eat their dinner. They sit in the reclining chairs178 

and their plates and pots are placed on a small stool in front of them. Mamou and 
Fati have a two-ring gas cooker in their lounge and they warm up the leftovers from 

lunch. However, that is usually not the only thing they will eat for dinner. During the 
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period when lettuce is not too expensive (from September to February), they will 

make a large bowl of mixed salad, composed of lettuce, tomatoes and cucumbers. 

They season it with vegetable oil (often the one that had been previously used for 

frying meat or fish), salt, vinegar and a stock cube. If they can afford it, they will 

add some mayonnaise or mustard, to make proper vinaigrette. On some days they 

might decide to make spaghetti. 179 These are prepared differently to what we are 

used to in Europe. The Burkinabe prepare pasta in what is similar to the way of 

cooking risotto or pilaf. This means that they will cook the basic sauce, which 

should include a few pieces of meat, to which they would add water and as the water 

with the sauce starts to boil, they will add the pasta. After stirring the dish once, they 

will leave to simmer gently and let all the water be absorbed and not stir again. This 

will result in pasta being overcooked, yet very savoury. Unlike Westerners, the 

Burkinabe will rarely cook pasta separately from the sauce and they dislike pasta 

cooked al dente. As pasta is expensive compared to other staple dishes (500 grams 

of pasta costs between 300 and 500 F CFA and it will not feed more than 4 

people'80), Mamou and Fati will usually prepare enough for themselves, Mama and 

me (if I am around) and perhaps spare a small plate for Fati Koroba and Amadou. If 

there are any leftovers, those are given to one of the older brothers (or nephews) 

who is present at the time, in the following order of hierarchy: Tonton, Ahmed and 

Youssou. Yacouba is Youssouf's older brother and Ahmed's uncle, but he is usually 

not offered food. As I mentioned in the first chapter, Assetou, his girlfriend and 

mother of his son, is often arguing with Mamou and particularly with Fati Fitinin, 

and Yacouba takes her side against them. By not offering him extra food, Mamou 

and Fati are letting him (and her) know that he is making a mistake by taking his 

girlfriend's side. Girls like Madina and Celestine will not get anything, unless it is a 

special occasion (celebration of a birthday etc. ) and the two aunts have cooked a 
large pot of pasta, in which case everyone will get a small share. Mamou is usually 

the one who distributes the special evening meal. She serves it in plastic plates, then 

asks one of the children to take Mama's portion over to her and gives a plate to Fati, 

me, and keeps one for herself. While eating, we watch the evening News. 

178 There are three such chairs and Mamou, Fati F. and Fati K. have the priority over them. If one of 
them was not present, I would sit in that chair, otherwise I would sit on an upright plastic or wooden 
chair. 
179 Spaghetti refers to different types of pasta, sometimes they call them macaroni or simply les pates 
(French for pasta). 
180 Compared to a daily staple dish of to and sauce, where 500 F CFA feed at least eight people. 
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As I have discussed in the previous chapter, these days the traditional 

practice of family members of the same sex eating from the same dish, is being 

replaced by Western practice according to which each individual eats from his or her 

own plate. Yet while people no longer eat from the same dish, they, in most cases, 

still eat together. Each person, armed with his/her own plate, has the opportunity to 

join the others around the TV set and eat while watching the programme. 

Watching TV was not limited to my compound. In most places, people 

gather around a TV set and half-watch the programme, half-talk to each other about 

their daily business or just exchange small talk regarding the TV programme. The 

activity of watching TV is limited mostly to the urban areas of Burkina, since many 

rural areas still have limited (or no) access to electricity and hence no television sets. 

However, wherever there is television these days, it is most likely that an 
interactional change of some sort has taken place. The following account of a day 

spent in the household of the Sanou family speaks of how TV can be used both as a 

centrepiece around which one gathers at meal times, and also as a medium of 

bringing people together, without the necessity of conversation, into an experience 

of consumption (of images) that could equal that of eating together. 

Saturday morning, January 2002 

I had arranged to interview Edwige a while ago, but she had been postponing this 

meeting for ages, something always coming up. Determined to carry out the 

interview, I kept coming back to her house. One Saturday morning I showed up at 

the house around 8.30, as I planned to do some cooking with the younger girls in the 

family and wait for Edwige to come from the town and conduct the interview 

around lunchtime. 

... As I get through the gate I am greeted by Edwige's children, Celestine, 

who is 8 and her small brother Paul, who is 4. Celestine insists that she wants to 
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push my moped inside18' and I tell her she is too small to do it. Inside the very large 

compound I am greeted by Grandemama, who is hard of hearing and I have to yell 

my reply. 

`Aw ni sogoma, Mama! ' 

`I danse, I danse, n deenmisen! Aw somogowdow? ' 

`Heere doron... '182 

While we are saying the lengthy greeting she is holding on to my hand and 

shaking it. I do not know Grandemama's age, but Edwige, who is her 

granddaughter, is 32 years old and Grandmama's oldest children are over 50 years 

old. Grandmama is always very happy to see me and we exchange small talk in Jula, 

I have to try hard, because she seems to think my Jula is much better that it really 

is. 183 But she is happy even if I just keep repeating the cliches about the weather and 

the dust and the hardship of everyday life. 

I tell her I came to talk with Edwige and she replies that Edwige is not there 

and she does not know when she will come back. I let her know that I am also going 

to help with some cooking first and wait for Edwige to some back at noon. She says 

`Fine' and then with a naughty smile points to a small white jerry can and asks `I 

Lina dolo min'? 184 She knows quite well that I am probably going to refuse the millet 

beer, hence her naughty smile. She is a great lover of dolo, 185 and while she does 

that she also chews her tobacco. So I drink water and start helping Arianne and the 

maid with cooking. Around 11 AM Edwige phones to say that she will be late as she 

was held up at the school where she works. I tell her I will wait for her. At noon 

Grandemama asks me whether I am hungry and I politely reply I am fine and what 

about her. She says she is full from dolo, but that I should certainly eat as I have 

been drinking only water ever since I got here this morning. So I agree to go and 

181 Pushing the moped for the visitor is a sign of respect and something all good hosts would do in 
Burkina. Upon leaving then would again push it through the gate and sometimes even offer to start it 
for the visitor. 
182 Translation: 'Good morning Mama. ' 'Welcome, welcome my child. How is your family? ' 'They 
are well... ' 
183 The fact that I spoke Jula at all was a great source of joy for her and she began to think it was 
normal for White people who've been around for more than a month to speak Jula. This puts the 
occasional White visitor to the household in an awkward position as they are greeted in Jula and 
expected to return the gesture. 
184 Translation: Are you not going to drink some millet beer? 
185 Most people of Bobo ethnic group are great lovers of millet beer (except for those who converted 
to Islam) and in rural areas Bolo represents the major source of food for the people during a period of 
the year. They give the drink to small children and do not seem to have any problems drinking at any 
time of day. 
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serve myself at the coffee table186 in the living room. I ask Paul and Celestine 

whether they would like to eat. Celestine says she is not hungry and so I offer to 

serve Paul. He instructs me about how much and what kind of sauce he wants with 

his to. Because they prepared the okra sauce it is accompanied also with naanjii and 

he does not want that. So I give him only to and the gwanaan. 1, on the other hand, 

do not want the gwanaan, and as most people have gotten used to my dislike of 

slimy sauces (which apparently is a common dislike among Western visitors), there 

is a separate dish of furaburu ani tigemugunaan187 prepared. This is my favourite 

sauce, and the Sanou family had been very kind in providing it for me every time I 

come for a meal. I serve myself a plate of tö and sauce and start eating. 

Unfortunately the sauce is badly burned and I am glad that I have only served 

myself a small amount as I find it almost unpalatable. Arianne comes in and asks me 

whether it is not good as I have only taken a very small amount. I smile and say to 

her that it is good, 188 only I am not very hungry as I had a big breakfast this 

morning. 
As we sit and eat in the lounge in Grandemama's house, the TV begins to 

broadcast a Brazilian soap opera called La beaute du diable. Paul gets all excited 

and starts yelling `La beaute du diable, la beaute du diable...! ' The girls come in, 

and it is not just Arianne, the maid and Celestine. All of a sudden there are a several 

young women that I had never seen before. They all came to watch the series. 

Everyone's eyes are glued to the TV screen, attentively following the images, 

commenting on the outfits of the actors and updating those among them who have 

missed the previous episode. Depending on their status and relation to the family 

they take their seats in the lounge. The older ones sit on the couch, while the 

younger, less `important' people sit on small stools. If there are many people, they 

may even have to squat down in the corner. 

Michael Rowlands suggested that "commensality extends further than food 

and drink" and that TV "is a unifying force that draws neighbours and family 

members together as an intense act of commensality" (1994: 158). Lull also suggests 

186 There is no dining table in Mama's part of the house and everyone, except for Arianne and 
Solange, eat at the coffee table. The two girls, who are the only two to eat with their hands, prefer to 
eat separately. 
187 Jula for sauce made of greens and groundnut flour. 
188 I would never say to anyone that their cooking was not good. Only adult women (and men) are 
allowed to criticise the cooking of younger women in their family, but if the same person was served 
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that one of the social uses of television is that of "affiliation"(1980: 203). In his 

opinion a family can sometimes achieve solidarity through watching a programme 

that induces "laughter, sorrow, anger, or intellectual stimulation" (Katz & Folkes in 

Lull 1980: 203). This commensality of course still follows many of the regulations of 

gender, age and class division that is, as I have discussed in previous chapters, 
inevitably present in West African society. There could never be a moment in which 

all members of a Bobolese extended family could sit around a TV and be equal. The 

younger members are always in a state of `readiness' as they may be told to get up 

to give their seat to an older sibling or an adult, or they may be sent off on an errand 

and are not in a position to say 'I just want to see the end of the show. ' Both the use 

of space and attention to the programme vary according to the status of the 

individual. 189 If the adults receive visitors while watching TV, they can engage in a 
loud conversation with the person, without having to take into consideration others 

who are trying to follow the programme. A younger person will have to leave the 

TV set and sit somewhere else if they wish to engage in a conversation with their 

visitor, as they would be scolded by the adults if they disturbed them in their TV 

watching. Thus one could conclude that while everyone gets to watch TV, each 
individual is aware of his or her place in this activity. 

As was shown in the above ethnographic example, TV has become the new 

object of consumption; hence the occasional `TV visitors' will usually not be offered 
food. This mostly depends on their place with the family hierarchy. Because these 

days there is less adherence to tradition (and consequently to hierarchy) and due to 

the scarcity of economic resources, often even the `important' guests are not offered 
food in front of the TV. They are, however, offered the best chair available and the 
best position for viewing the TV screen. 

Gossip, criticising and networking or how TV reflects the everyday life 

As I have suggested in the beginning of this chapter, comments made by people, 

who are watching television, are often more revealing to the ethnographer than those 

a bad meal outside the compound, they would wait and express their disapproval in the privacy of 
their own home. 
189 Mankekar made a similar observation about TV watching in North India, where the older 
generation would sit on the few chairs and children squat on the floor. Also women could not always 
engage freely in TV watching since they often had to attend to their daily chores (1993: 549). See also 
Schulz (2001: 357) for comparable data on Mali. 
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gathered through direct questions and interviews. These kinds of conversations 

allow people to express their opinions and transfer information without fearing 

immediate judgement by the other people, since the conversation flow is less 

controlled as most people are following the programme and not necessarily 

following the content of the conversation very attentively. This small talk sometimes 

also extends into gossip, which should, in this contest be seen as "a genre of 

informal communication" (Paine 1967: 278) and "a social activity" (Van Vleet 

2003: 492), and which helps to achieve and secure individual interests (Paine 

1967: ibid) and create coherence and order in the complicated experiences of 

everyday life (Van Vleet 2003: ibid). Furthermore, gossip "provides individuals with 

a map of their social environment and with current information about happenings, 

inhabitants and their dispositions" (Rapport 2002: 267). 

I shall now introduce the different comments and conversations that take place in the 

Bationo compound while watching TV. I have chosen to divide the comments 

according to the programmes that triggered them, rather then according to the 

content of the comments themselves. 

The comments made while watching the News are usually related to the 

presenters and their style of clothing, and rarely to the content of the actual reports. 

Whenever a female journalist presents the news, they will comment on her outfit. If 

she is wearing an African style outfit, they praise her choice and elegance. ̀ A fani ce 
ka nyi'90Her dress is pretty today! That is what a real African woman looks like. 

Not like those flat-chested Miss Burkina contestants we watched the other day. ' 

As the news goes on, showing reports on the happenings around the country, 

they will watch attentively for the people they might recognise, especially female 

politicians and then comment on their outfits or hairstyles. `A fle191! Look at her! 

What is that hair she is wearing? And she is so fat! Really, she has no style! ' 

Another thing that the viewers often do is let others know they personally 

know people who appear on TV. Mamou and Fati both like to mention that they 

know people in high places and people who appear on TV are considered 

particularly important. `That is Sawadogo's wife, you know her. She works for the 

Ministry of Decentralisation. She is the cousin of our neighbour's sister-in-law who 

190 Jula for Her dress is pretty. 
191 Jula for Look! 
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owns a clothes shop near the main market. Her mother is from the village next to 

our auntie Aicha's village... ' 

It seems that the content of the News is hardly of any importance compared 

to all the fashion, beauty and networking issues. Only major political events, 

especially issues related to terrorism and wars, get `proper' attention from the 

viewers. During the NATO's air strikes on Afghanistan in October 2001, members 

of the Bationo family watched the news attentively and discussions went on among 

the adults. 192 One of the liveliest discussions on this topic was taking place between 

Fati Fitinin and one of Yacouba's deaf-mute friends, a man to whom people often 

refer as tailleurce, 193 because he is a tailor at the Grand Marche. Tailleurce is a 
Christian man, who is very interested in current politics and he gets his hearing 

friends to interpret the news bulletins to him. He is pro-American and believes that 

Osama Bin Laden and all the Muslims in the Middle East are more or less criminals. 

Every time he came to the compound during the Afghanistan war, he attempted and 

most often succeeded in provoking Fati Fitinin with his pro-American statements. 
Fati F., who as a devout Muslim believes that she should be on the side of all other 
Muslims, argued that Osama Bin Laden is a saviour of the oppressed Muslim people 

of the world. Tailleurce usually walked up to Fati and started signing her the sign for 

Americans and then gave it a thumbs up and then sign for the Arabs and gave it 

either a thumbs down or a knock on his forehead with his index finger, which was a 

sign for crazy. Fati then replied to him in her limited sign language that she learned 

from her brother Yacouba194 and told him that it was just the opposite. Bin Laden 

was the good guy and it was the Americans who were crazy. Other people mainly 

laughed at their lively debate, but if the News showed wounded Palestinians in the 

occupied territories, they all sympathised and saw these people as their Muslim 

brothers, who needed to be liberated. Interestingly, Amadou, the only person in the 

compound who has a university degree, and regularly follows international news on 
French Radio, and who might have a more informed opinion about the situation, 
hardly ever watches the news and does not engage in political discussion with 

anyone in the compound. He prefers to listen to Radio France Internationale and 

192 I was away from Burkina during the month of September 2001 and so I cannot speak about the 
Burkinabe reactions of the WTC attack. 
193 This is a composite of a French word tailleur (tailor) and a Jula word ce (man). 
194 Because of a large number of deaf-mute people living in the city, many locals have (through their 
hearing- impaired relatives) learned the basics of the local sign language. 
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their news reports and then discusses the issues with a couple of friends outside the 

compound. 

Discussions related to local politics are much more limited and will only take 

place in the company of people one can trust. When the people of Bobo elected a 

new mayor in early 2001, there was a great difference of opinions among 

representatives of various ethnic groups. The Bobo, who traditionally had the 

position of power in the local government, were unsatisfied with the results, which 

saw a Samo195 man take the position of the town Mayor. On a particular occasion 

members of the Sanou family, who are Bobo, visited my compound and sat around 

the TV set with Mamou and Fati F and myself. The TV was on and it was time for 

the News. A short report showing the new Mayor making a speech followed. Fati 

made a funny remark about the way the Mayor, who had a slight speech 
impediment, spoke. This prompted a reaction by Dieudonne Sanou, who said that 

the elections were not fair and that it was not appropriate that the new Mayor was an 
immigrant from the North of the country. Neither Mamou nor Fati commented on 
his remark at that time. But after the left they had a long debate about `these 

annoying Bobo' who think that the place belongs to them. `Haven't they been in the 

government long enough, we need some new people for a change. ' Next time the 

Sanou family came to pay a visit, they were received with absolute politeness and 
hospitality. Appearances continued to be maintained. 

Anthropologists have pointed to the fact that "moralising discourses" often 

represent a constitutive element of gossip and that such discourses linked to people's 

notions of their status in their society (Van Vleet 2003: 505). By criticising the 

improper behaviour of other people, one situates oneself as someone who is capable 

of seeing the mistakes of other people and of behaving in a proper way, and hence is 

morally irreproachable. While many of the above mentioned comments carry this 

moralising tone, I would argue that the soap operas and telenovelas presented a 

particularly inspiring venue in which my informants could make what I found to be 

the most revealing and informative comments. When I first arrived to Burkina Faso, 

the evening soap opera was an American series called Santa Barbara. The story of 

Santa Barbara is set in a Californian town of the same name and it follows the highs 

and lows of the wealthy American family. The main story is the mythical love of the 

family's oldest daughter, and her husband, a man of a lower social standing and of 
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Mexican origins. As in most other American daytime soaps, 196 the characters in 

Santa Barbara live a life of prosperity and their main concerns are related to buying 

and selling company stock and deciding what dress to wear to one of the many gala 

ceremonies that they have to attend. Their lives seem to be light-years away from the 

life of an average Burkinabe, but people continued to be glued to the TV screens 

watching the programme. The main thing that attracts the viewers is probably the 

love story, which seems to be transferable to any space or time. 197 Whenever there is 

a problem between the two lovers, people pay much more attention to the events on 

the small screen. Another thing that attracts people to these programmes is the 

luxurious setting of the soap operas. People in Bobo-Dioulasso have often told me 

that according to their opinion soap operas are representative of the way people in 

the West live. In the same line some of the people with whom I came into contact 

less often assumed that my house back home was a huge mansion with servants. 

Such ideas about luxurious way of life in the West also come from the way the 

expatriates live in Burkina and elsewhere in Africa. Because of the fact that the 

expatriates, who live in Burkina, often reside in big houses with large gardens and 

swimming pools, people often believe that image presented on the TV screens is the 

reflection of the reality of everyday life in the Western world. 
While people are drawn by the exciting life of the `rich and famous', they 

also criticise the events on the screen and, as suggested above, make moralising 

comments about the characters and their actions. A Brazilian telenovela, entitled 

Terra Nostra, with a story line based on the historical data about the Italian 

immigrants working on coffee plantations around Sao Paolo, was always a magnet 
for such comments. One of the controversial elements of the story was the 

following: A young woman, whose father was a head worker on a plantation, was 
involved with the plantation owner's son. Because of class difference, the man's 

parents opposed their union, and he had to marry a rich girl. Despite his marriage he 

continued seeing the young woman, for whom he bought a town house, where she 
lived as a kept woman. This onscreen extramarital relationship provoked great 

uproar among the adult women viewers in Bationo compound. They called out 
insults and suggested that the woman's behaviour was absolutely deplorable. I was 

195 Samo are an ethnic group from the North of Burkina. 
196 For an in-depth analysis of American soap operas see Anger 1999. 
197 1 should note that the series was extremely popular also in my home country of Slovenia and in the 
rest of the former Yugoslav countries. 
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especially surprised by their reactions in view of the fact that one of them, Fati F., 

was a mistress to a married man, and would, to everyone's knowledge, go to meet 

her boyfriend every evening after dark. It therefore seemed very odd that she was the 

most vocal critic of this woman's behaviour. However, one needs to understand 

Fati's behaviour in the following way: while polygyny is one of the forms of 

marriage in Burkina Faso and is usually seen as part of the local tradition, being 

involved with a married man is not a favoured form of relationship. Fati's evening 

outing are not condemned, neither are they condoned by the family, but no woman 

will be happy if her husband was seeing another woman, even if he was planning to 

make it official. Fati often made loud statements of the following nature: `I would be 

happy being a second wife. As long as my husband would treat me and my co-wife 

equally, I would see no problem in that. ' Her statements may seem conflicting in the 

first instance, as she is on one hand critical of extramarital relationships, but on the 

other hand, she herself is involved in one. However, her statements must be seen in 

view of the circumstances in which they are made. As I suggested in Chapter One, 

such statements are a result of a number of very different, and sometimes 

conflicting, identity referents. K. Ewing writes that "in all cultures people can be 

observed to project multiple, inconsistent self representations that are context 

dependent and may shift rapidly" (1990: 251). According to her "[t]he person will 

often be unaware of these shifts and inconsistencies and may experience wholeness 

and continuity despite their presence" (ibid). Fati F. 's reaction could be well 

explained also with Isaiah Berlin's statement that "values may easily clash with the 

breast of a single individual; and it does not follow that, if they do, some must be 

true and others false" (1990: 12). Fati F. therefore makes statements according to her 

momentary life world and according to her individual judgement of the situation. 

She tries to best situate herself within the constraints of her status, and the comments 

she makes represent her way of letting other people know of her current situation 

and also of her future ambitions. Her statements, which as I suggested above, may 

seem contradictory, are of course a reflection of her ambiguous status within the 

family and the wider Bobolese society. Unmarried in her late thirties, she is 

according to traditional concepts of personhood still a sunguru, a girl. Yet at the 

same time, her age, her quasi-independence, which is seen in having a job, a moped 

and a well-off lover, can appear to be more important than her single status. In her 

statements she therefore assumes the position of authority that would be normal for 
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a married woman her age. Outside the compound she has to take up a different role, 

which was obvious when I visited her at her work place, where she is much less 

dominant, but also plays up to an image of a hardworking, independent single 

woman. 198 She is in fact playing with her real and ideal versions of life. As long as 

whomever she is talking too is not too familiar with her family situation, she is 

capable of maintaining her successful single woman image. Within the family, 

however, with people being aware of her moods and the rumours of her boyfriend 

not having an intention to propose to her, she needs to show a different face. 

Other people, especially Fati K. and Mamou were particularly vocal when 
TV characters acted in a greedy manner and showed too many ambitions for upward 

mobility. In one of the Mexican telenovelas, Catalina and Sebastian, a young girl's 

mother adamantly opposes her daughter's love interest, until she realises that her 

potential future son-in-law is an extremely wealthy man. In small talk and gossip the 

Bobolese often condemn greedy people as someone who is forgetting the traditional 

values and is morally corrupt, and similarly the adult women and the young people 
in Bationo compound reacted to the actions of the greedy mother on the TV screen. 
Often the criticism towards an event or character trait seen on TV can also be 

expressed more freely, since it is directed to a fictive character or to someone who 

cannot hear your criticism and hence cannot speak back. This is how the TV talk has 

an almost liberating effect on the speaker, since one can claim that it was meant for 

TV and therefore has no bearings on anyone present. However, this does not mean 

that the criticism is just a superficial rhetoric. 199 It is only that because of the 

constraints of socially acceptable behaviour in Bobo, one would not be able to freely 

point fingers at actual `sinners. ' The social disapproval at denouncing a relative, a 

neighbour would be too great, and is therefore unthinkable (Olivier de Sardan 

1999: 251). 

198 Of course it is possible that she put up a special for the few occasions on which I visited her in her 
office. At home my presence became more inconspicuous, and her behaviour was probably not an 
act. 
199 Here a parallel could be drawn with Olivier de Sardan's work on corruption in Africa. He argues 
that the while corruption is constantly stigmatised, both in public and private discourse, most people 
are in some way or other involved in some form of petty corrupt. He also claims that "[s]such 
widespread stigmatization [... ] has to be taken seriously and not brushed off as merely superficial 
rhetoric" (1999: 250-51). 
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Locally produced programmes: Decolonisation of the small screen200 or an 

unwelcome image of reality? 

The presence of North and South American soap operas on Burkinabe TV could be 

seen as a form of foreign invasion and a negative effect of globalisation. People are 

bombarded with images that are not part of their everyday experience and they do 

not have the means to qualify what they are seeing. It would be, however, wrong to 

assume that every person watching TV in Bobo-Dioulasso takes the images that they 

see on TV to be representative of reality, nor is the `consumption' of TV images a 

passive one. Even though many people may believe much of what they see on TV 

because they are unfamiliar with this kind of lifestyle and have no way of checking 

its authenticity, this extreme gullibility can not be generalised. If it exists at all, it 

certainly disappears when it comes to watching sit-coms and series produced locally. 

As these programmes supposedly represent their own country, the Burkinabe are 

much more reserved in their belief of what they are seeing and are usually more 

critical of the programme. 

Richard Wilk suggests that there are three different poses of viewers when it 

comes to TV: there is the "dominated" viewer, who confuses TV with reality, then 

there is the person who takes the "oppositional stance" with a critical distance from 

the programme, and finally there is the viewer with a "negotiated position", who 

"does not dispute the meaning" of what s/he sees on TV, but "interprets and adapts 

it" following from her/his life experience and interests (2002: 289-90). In the past the 

general discourse has been that the poor people fall in the category of the dominated 

ones, because they lack education. Yet as others have argued before me, every 

viewer, even the least educated, is capable of taking a critical stance towards what 

s/he sees on TV at given times and so is the most highly educated person susceptible 

to domination by a particular programme (Wilk 2002: 290, Ang 1985). 201 

200 I borrowed this comment from Toure 2003. 
201 An anecdote from a film Caro Diario, by an Italian art film maker, Nanni Moretti, is an example of 
a susceptibility of even the greatest intellectuals. A literary translator, who had spent the last 10 years 
working on Joyce's Ulysses, and had not watched a single TV programme during this time, goes on a 
ferry ride, during which he sees an episode of the American soap called The Bold and the Beautiful. 
He becomes obsessed with the series and harasses American tourists he meets on his trip to tell him 
the story line of the episodes that had not yet been shown on Italian TV. 
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In the following paragraphs I explore a Burkinabe sitcom called Les 

Bobodiouf, which is filmed in Bobo-Dioulasso and is meant to represent a comic 

version of everyday life of the Bobolese. The show has been extremely popular both 

in Burkina and according to my observation it probably attracted just as great 

numbers of viewers202 as the Latin American telenovelas. Les Bobodiouf are 

produced by a company, called Frame Burkina, which is run by an expatriate, 

Patrick Martinet, who works as a scriptwriter, producer, cameraman and director. 

His company was also behind the series Au royaume d'Abou, which ran on TNB 

between 1998 and 2000 and had enormous success. The success of Bobodiouf has 

been equally enormous and the series had been bought by several francophone 

countries in West Africa. The cast had been touring the continent, giving live 

performance of sketches from the show for audiences in Mauritania, Senegal, Ivory 

Coast and Togo. 

The success of locally produced programmes is surprising since in the past 

Burkinabe TV audiences have often shown great disappointment if the TNB 

occasionally replaced their favourite telenovela with an African film (Toure 2003: 1). 

Unlike most African feature films, the comedy shows, or sitcoms, have greatly 

gained in popularity over the last five years. Series like Kadi Jolie, Vis ä Vis have 

dedicated followers in every compound and the characters from these shows and 

their ways of speaking have quickly entered the everyday language. The same is true 

of the series Les Bobodiouf, which was at the height of its popularity during my 

fieldwork in Bobo 203 

Les Bobodiouf 

The story line of Bobodiouf is set around an extended family, living in Bobo- 

Dioulasso. Tonton Brama and Tantie Awa have two daughters, Oumou and Mai. 

Mai is married to Amadou, the son of Tonton Drissa and Tantie Abi, who also have 

a daughter called Fati. Fati and Amadou's illiterate cousins, Siriki and Souke, have 

been visiting from the village for a while and do not plan to return there for the time 

202 It is difficult to predict what number of people watch TV in Burkina, as there are no statistics 
available for the programme ratings. 
203 Following this success, the producers have already started preparing a new programme, entitled La 
Mayonnaise africaine, a "Burkinanovela" with 100 episodes (Toure 2003). 
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being. Oumou is married to Salif, who is mostly unsuccessful in his career and is 

also cheating on his wife with several women, among others, with their neighbour. 

There is also Fati and Abou's cousin Souleymane, who has his own compound, and 

works as a `modern day' marabout, using a laptop computer instead of cowry shells 

for divination. 

Each of these characters has either a morally questionable character trait, or 

is the innocent and naive victim of one of the other characters. Mai is the dominant 

one in her relationship and keeps her husband Amadou on a very tight leash. She 

cannot understand why her sister allows her husband to get away with philandering 

all the time and whenever she has the opportunity she insults both her sister for her 

stupidity and her brother in-law for his adulterous behaviour. Because Mai believes 

that all the problems in the couple's life arise from the in-laws meddling in the 

private affairs of the husband and wife, she makes sure that both her mother and her 

mother in-law visit her home as little as possible and she will literally throw them 

out of the house, if she feels the need. Mai's sister Oumou, on the other hand, has no 

control over the whereabouts of her husband, and is struggling to feed their baby, as 
Salif squanders all his income on women. When she looks for moral support from 

her family, they usually dismiss it, either in a series of `We told you so' statement or 

tell her to bear the situation, as most Burkinabe women do. 

Tonton Brama, Oumou and Mal's father, is a handy man par excellence, who 

is always repairing things in the house, but he more often fails than succeeds. His 

wife is not interested in doing housework and bosses him around. During one of his 

outside repair jobs, he meets a young woman with whom he engages in an 

extramarital relationship. 
Drissa and Abi have a talented son Amadou, who has a well paying job and 

whose only flaw is lack of confidence to stand up against his dominant wife. Their 

daughter Fati is however a different story. She has no education and is, while 

infinitely lazy, extremely greedy and believes that someone will one day discover 

her talents and give her a well-paying job. She spends most of the time starting 

various apprenticeships, and ends up being fired after a few days on the job. She 

tries to get money off her brother, but her sister in-law usually beats her up and 

throws her out of the house, before she even manages to speak to Amadou. Drissa 

and Abi also have the `good' fortune of hosting their two nephews from the village, 

Siriki and Souke. These two are a typical comic duo that constantly gets into trouble. 
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Siriki, the less bright of the two, is a village idiot, with an extreme appetite, and 

spends all his time dreaming about food. They work on a construction site, but keep 

getting fired, because they are lousy workers and also because they often take a two- 

hour morning snack break. Last but not least there is Souleymane, the marabout, 

also known as www. souleymane. bf. He is a crook, who uses his job to cheat naive 

women out of their savings and often also uses them for sexual favours. His 

nickname derives from the fact that he consults the internet and not cowrie shells for 

his divination. 

Each episode of Les Bobodiouf is based around a new event, usually one of 

comic nature. The red thread of the series lies in the flaws of all the characters. Each 

of the characters personifies a negative personal characteristic, from greediness to 

gullibility, backwardness, stupidity, dishonesty and bossiness. These are presented 

through many moments of `comedy of errors' and audiences falling over with 
laughter as they watch the characters fall deeper and deeper into sometimes almost 
humiliating comic situations. Altogether Les Bobodiouf represent a very exaggerated 
image of the life in Bobo-Dioulasso, but it is an image that is clearly based on some 

concrete evidence. Many people told me that they thought the Bobodiouf were 

absolutely hilarious and that it was their favourite series. However, what I want to 

stress is that there are also some viewers who found the series to be problematic. In 

the Bationo compound the main critics were Fati K. and Ahmed. They thought that 

the storyline was exaggerated and that `it is not funny anymore, it is too much. ' Fati 

K. argued that they `went too far' and that no one in Bobo is like the characters of 
Les Bobodiouf. While Ahmed and Fati K. were in a clear minority in their criticism, 
I find their argument interesting in view of the fact that one could claim also for the 

telenovelas that they go too far and that they stretch the facts to the point when it is 

no longer believable. Yet I never heard anyone say that. It is my guess, that the 
difference in the reaction of certain people lies in the fact that Les Bobodiouf are a 
bit too close to home for some people to laugh. And at the same time criticising the 
behaviour of the people on the screen is a delicate matter since they are too much 
like oneself. With Western series one is freer to criticise as they represent a different 

world, a world far away, where people have different social values or maybe no 

values at all. The Bobodiouf, as their name already suggests are from Bobo and 

could be like the Bobolese people I encountered in the field. The series represents 
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the `real' life, after all the attempts to cover up the problems and maintain the ideals 

have failed. It is no longer possible to sweep things under the carpet, if everyone's 

flaws are on display on TV. This kind of programme somehow breaks with the 

concept of TV watching as a safe activity that can be practised in the privacy and 

safety of one's home. And one is no longer safe from criticism, as the TV begins to 

strike back. 

There is however another possible way of interpreting Fati K. and Ahmed's 

dislike for the programme. While at first glance they do not have much in common, 

as he is a man in his twenties and she a woman in early forties, there are certain 

parallels that I could draw between both of their attitudes. They are both very fond 

of TV and usually stay up last in the evening, to watch the very last minute of the 

programme. However, neither of them has a very good opinion of the West and of 

non-African way of life. They both dislike tubabu dumuni, preferring rice or to with 

sauce. When I once cooked a lentil and potato soup for the family, Ahmed told me 

that it got stuck in his through, he disliked it so much he could not swallow it. Fati 

K. 's sister, who is married to a Frenchman and lives in France, has invited her for a 

visit, but she is reluctant to go. She is not certain she would like it there. Ahmed too 

told me that `If I someone gave me half a million FCFA (500 pounds) today, I could 

set up a business and with little luck I would triple it in no time. In Europe, that kind 

of money won't get you anywhere, well it won't even get you to Europe. ' He thought 

staying in Burkina was better. Both Fati K. and Ahmed regularly pray; in fact, he is 

the only man in the family who prays regularly and also attends the Friday prayer at 

the mosque. Fati K. is proud of what she refers to `the African way', which is a 

description she uses for any practice that I enquire about as being different from my 

own. Unlike some of my other informants, e. g. Bintou Wattara, Fati F. and Amadou 

Bationo, who all occasionally criticised `the African way, ' I had never heard either 

of them speak badly about their people or about Africa in general. Based on this I 

would suggest that a programme like Les Bobodiouf is demeaning to Ahmed and 

Fati K. since it makes a mockery of their own lives by presenting their fellow towns 

people (even if they are only fictive) as lazy, ignorant, and lacking respect for Islam 

and the African traditions. 
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Discussion and concluding remarks 

In the past the family would gather together in large eating groups, grown-up men 

together, women together with their children, young men together, but these days 

people are eating in small groups of two or three and even then each person seems to 

be eating from his or her own plate. In the Bationo family compound, the largest 

eating group are probably Mamou and Fati, who are the only two people who 

occasionally eat from the same dish. All the other people serve themselves on 
individual plates, but may perhaps still sit in a group while eating. Despite the fact 

that people do not eat from the same dish, which used to be the ultimate sign of 
`African style' commensality, they eat together in more or less the same space and at 

the same time. 

These days they all gather around the TV and eat while watching the soap 

opera or the news. Despite an enormous amount of criticism aimed at TV and 

statements about it being the culprit for the decay of the family meals in the West, in 

Africa TV seems to represent a new form of commensality, of bringing people 

together (Rowlands 1994, Schulz 2001). Women and men were traditionally not 

able to eat together, so they would normally eat in different rooms, or possibly at 
different times. In some families a woman would serve the men and then, she would 

only eat after they had finished eating. With the rise of TV dinners, women and men 

sit in front of the TV side by side and may eat together, each one from his/her own 

plate. 

Of course, commensality does not mean equality and despite the fact that the 

TV brings people together, there is a set of unwritten rules, when it comes to 

watching TV in a Burkinabe compound. The seating arrangements are a reflection of 
the age and gender hierarchy, which I have already discussed in some detail in 

regard to housework and sharing food in Chapter 2. 

In Bobo-Dioulasso TV viewers engage in various kinds of conversation, 

which inform the listener, among other things, about the speakers' present status, 

self-image and future ambitions. It also tells them about the person's worldviews 

and moral stance. 

Western discourse has often portrayed people in `the Third world' as passive 

consumers of anything that originates in the West, however anthropological research 
has in the recent years managed to prove the incorrectness of such discourse. In 
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watching TV, as in many other activities (such as choosing an outfit or preparing a 

meal), people in Burkina Faso (and elsewhere) are active and react against what they 

see as misconceptions, distortions of the truth or simply as improper behaviour. 

They are not passive in accepting a Western lifestyle with its models of modernity 

etc. While, as anywhere else in the world, people may be susceptible to 

manipulations and brainwashing produced by the media and politics and by the 

discourse these dictate, they have choices in what they accept and what not. 

Modernity, or better Western-style modernity is not accepted without any reserve, it 

is tested, examined and contested and, if accepted, it is done so through an active 

process of domestication and creolisation, until it fits with the local needs and 

standards. Abu-Lughod suggests television "forces us to represent people in distant 

villages as part of the same cultural worlds we inhabit - worlds of mass media, 

consumption, and dispersed communities of imagination" (1997: 128). 

Most of this chapter relates to events that take place in one's home, but are 

often a commentary of what is going on the outside world, be it the street, the town 

or further afield. While ultimately being a domestic medium (Silverstone 1994: 25), 

TV offers an image of the non-domesticated spaces and helps people develop 

opinions on the less- or unknown worlds. These less known spaces and places will 

be further explored in the chapter that follows. 
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Chapter Five 

Dangers and charms of the unknown: to eat or not to eat 

outside one's home 

In the beginning of my fieldwork, I was delighted by the variety of available street 

foods all over Bobo-Dioulasso and I did not hesitate to eat in many of these street 

establishments. As I suggested in the Introduction, one of the few things I remember 

from my first trip to Bobo are the delicious sandwiches that were sold on the side of 

the street and a mixed salad from Restaurant Togolais. However, once I had moved 

into the Bationo compound, I learned that my great appreciation of street foods was 

not shared with most of the people in my compound, in fact most of my informants, 

not just those in my host family, had some reservations when it came to eating on 

the street. One of the most important lessons that I learned regarding street food was 

that while it is tempting and often delicious, it also carries notions of danger and 

pollution, which often originate in notions about the place in which they are 

prepared and/or sold. It is the space and place of origin that marks the food items 

and'tarnishes their reputation. ' 

As I have briefly indicated at the end of the previous chapter, in this chapter I 

will focus on the ways in which people talk about space and places that are located 

outside the domestic and familiar sphere of the house and the compound. 204 In the 

chapters so far I have looked at the events that take place inside someone's home205 

(be it the house or the compound) and through the practices of consumption, mostly 
food related, explored the ways of `being-in-the-familiar-world. ' While some of the 

`food events' I described so far may take place in a house other than one's own, this 

still constitutes eating inside the House. In the present chapter I want to look at what 
happens when people venture outside these safe and familiar places and into the less 

known areas of town. I will explore this through the many different options the 

inhabitants of Bobo-Dioulasso have for eating outside their homes and look at the 

204 Anthropology of space and place has gained in importance in recent years. The research involves 
the topics of embodiment of space, gendered spaces, inscribed spaces, theoretical differences between 
the concept of space and place etc (Appadurai 1988, Low & Lawrence-Zuniga 2003, Pellow, 2001, 
Ardener 1993, Feld & Basso 1996). 
205 This is usually a house of a relative or a close friend. 
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dangers that this kind of practices entail. I shall begin by looking at the variety of 

dishes that are available in different forms of street and restaurant food and then 

address the interactions one gets involved in purchasing and eating street food. 

These interactions are looked at from the sides of both the vendor and the customer, 

and are based partly on my own experience as a buyer, but also all the times I sat 

next to a food vendor and watched her sell her food and interact with her clients. I 

am also interested in local discourses on the home and the outside world, including 

all the generalisations and beliefs about the outside as a place of the unknown and 

unclean, therefore dangerous, but also a possible source of excitement and novelty. 

The concept of the unknown and unclean involves the idea of risk and its perception 

by the people of Bobo and I will therefore address the different theoretical 

approaches to the concept of risk. Again, I learned about these risks by making the 

faux pas of eating in the wrong places and therefore risking both my own health and 

reputation (and also the reputation of my host family). In this chapter the recurring 

theme of the thesis, the concept of the real and ideal ways of being-in-the-world, 

moves from the local concepts to those of an anthropologist living in a foreign 

environment, trying to make the best of the situation. I too, sometimes had to keep 

up appearances and sweep things under the carpet in order to please the people 

around me. 

Street foods206 

The streets of Bobo are a paradise for a person with a healthy appetite and a good 

dose of curiosity. One can usually purchase ready-to-eat foods immediately outside 

one's compound, as having a small food stall, which sells mainly fried food, is part 

of widespread practice among the women of Bobo and the rest of Burkina Faso. 

These small stalls represent a valuable source of income for many otherwise 

unemployed women and also allow them to interact with people outside their 

compound. Unlike in some other Muslim populated areas of West Africa, for 

example in Northern Nigeria, where many Muslim women are in seclusion (see 

Schildkrout 1978, Pellow 2003) most Burkinabe women are allowed to leave the 

house and pursue business outside, although if married to a very strict Muslim man, 

206 The FAO defines street food as "wide range of ready-to-eat foods and beverages sold and 
sometimes prepared in public places, notably streets" (Winarno & Allan 1991: 1) 
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they may have to wear a more modest type of outfit than the other women do. As I 

have suggested in previous chapters, a husband should provide the wife with the 

money to buy the ingredients for the preparation of the daily meal, but the financial 

means and generosity may vary and sometimes the wife must look for a different 

source of income to help with the daily expenses. 207 The money a woman makes on 

the side may also help to pay the tuition fees for the children, especially the 

daughter's schooling. 208 

There are many small stands selling foods in front of people's compounds. 

These mostly sell fried foods. Other places around town cater for every need and 

taste of the customers. Food is available at virtually any time of the day, although 

certain parts of town, especially the central area around Le Grand Marche, cater 

only to lunch customers. In the following section I will introduce the different types 

of street food institutions that are available during day- and nighttime in Bobo. 

Breakfast places 

In the early morning hours on the sidewalks of Bobo-Dioulasso one can spot many 

little street cafes. These are made up of a couple of benches and a table, often with a 

plastic tablecloth pinned or glued on to it. On a small wood or charcoal stove the 

vendor boils the water for coffee and tea and a large cardboard box serves as a bread 

bin. The more prosperous cafes are built like a small bar with a roof and bar stools 

around the bar. These can be locked up at night and might even have a fridge and a 

gas stove inside. As a rule a man, who serves coffee or tea accompanied with 

buttered bread, runs these cafes. The more enterprising among the vendors will also 

prepare fried eggs or omelettes and if they posses an icebox, they might also serve 

yoghurts and/or cold drinks. Many vendors have an assistant who washes the plates, 

or runs to the corner shop or the bakery if they run out of coffee or bread. For about 
15 pence a customer can get a cup of coffee and a quarter of a buttered baguette. 

Customers are always men; it is quite rare to see a woman venture into one of these 

207 Although it is also possible that the wife will 'reward' a tight-fisted husband by cooking a really 
poor meal or not cooking at all (see also Schildkrout 1978) 
i08 There are both private and government-run schools in Burkina and both run on tuition fees, the 
difference being that private schools are much more expensive. While more and more girls are being 
sent to school, in the case of poor families, male children still have the priority when it comes to 
paying tuition fees. 
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places. 209 It would be inappropriate for an unaccompanied woman to be sitting on 

the street in the company of unknown men. Men on the other hand are free to sit at 

the cafe and chat with the vendor and other customers. Quite often men have a 

favourite place around the corner from their house, or maybe one on the way to their 

work place, which they regularly visit. Breakfast places often open in the small 

hours of the day, at about 4 or 5 A. M. Some of them actually open at dusk and stay 

open until the early morning hours. 

As I have explained in Chapter Two, breakfast is not one of the meals 

provided by the head of the family. The men, who eat breakfasts at the street cafes, 

fall into several categories. They may be visiting from another town and breakfast is 

one of the three meals that they will eat outside. They may be local men, who had to 

leave their home before the morning water had been boiled for coffee and they find 

eating on the way to work more convenient than waiting for their wives to prepare 

them breakfast at home. It could be also that there is no breakfast provided in the 

house, so often the men who go out to work, allow themselves a luxury or eating a 

breakfast at a cafe instead of just having a small bowl of la bouillie (millet grue1210), 

bought from a neighbour, like most of their family. Most people will have some 

gruel or a cup of coffee for breakfast at home. Some families prepare la bouillie 

themselves or they may buy it from a neighbour, who prepares it for sale every 

morning. In my host family some people have bouillie for breakfast, as every 

morning our next-door neighbour prepared a large pot of it for sale. A penny gets 

you enough gruel for one person. As it is prepared with millet flour, which is 

slightly sour, one needs to add sugar to it and most people may spend more money 

on the sugar then on the gruel itself. Often coffee or tea can be prepared in the 

family, but the tea bags or small packets of instant coffee are bought on a daily 

basis, as people may not have enough money to buy a whole box of tea bags or a jar 

of coffee at one time. The other reason for buying in small quantities lies in the lack 

of trust in the fellow family members. Mamou and Fati F. Bationo feared that if they 

had a large jar of coffee, it would soon be stolen by one of the youngsters or maybe 

they would be pressured to share it with the other people in the compound. In the 

beginning of my stay in the compound Mamou used to send Madina to buy a 
baguette from the corner shop in the morning. When I returned to the field in 2003,1 

209 In the centre of Bobo, around the hotels popular among backpackers, some of these places will 
have both male and female Western customers. 
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noticed that every morning Ahmed took Mamou's new Yamaha bike and drove off, 

only to return about 20 minutes later with a bread bag filled with three warm 

baguettes. When I enquired about this new routine, Mamou told me that the bread at 

the corner shop was full of dust and often stale and she preferred to have good 

quality bread from La Bonne Miche, a French style bakery at the centre of town. It is 

true that bread from the corner shop is not always the best, but everyone else eats the 

old bread, because they cannot afford to go to La Bonne Miche to buy bread and as I 

have described in Chapter Two people in cannot afford to buy breakfast at all. 

Lunchtime places 

Most breakfast places start packing up between ten and eleven. That is the time 

when stands selling lunch will start appearing. They offer the usual home fare and 

sell it by plate to regular customers and passers by. As a lunchtime meal is 

something one should normally get from one's family, these places are most often 

frequented by people who are visitors to Bobo and have no family in town 

whatsoever. If you are visiting a town where distant relatives live, ones with whom 

your own immediate family is on good terms, you can guarantee to be fed once a 

day at least for a few days, unless the relatives live in extreme poverty and have 

trouble providing for themselves. Many people who work for one of the many local 

and regional transport companies and travel back and forth on the buses and trucks, 

usually eat at one of the many lunch places around the train station. 

In the eyes of an average Burkinabe a lunch should consist of one of the 

staple dishes, such as maize or millet porridge or rice accompanied by sauce, which 

the more meat it has the better. This is certainly reflected in the types of foods that 

are offered at street stalls during the lunch hours. Since the types of foods sold are 

much like the main meal prepared by every Bobolese housewife, it is the women 

who prepare and sell lunchtime food on the streets. The women who sell these 

meals, sometimes alone sometimes in pairs, prepare the food early every morning in 

their kitchens at home and then with a donkey cart or a taxi transport drive the large 

pots to their vending spot. When I arranged to participate in the preparation of food 

of two sisters, Bintou Wattara's second cousins, Mimi and Fatou, who were selling 

rice and peanut sauce close to the main market of Bobo, I arrived to their compound 

210 Gruel (baga in Jula) is usually made from millet flour, but it can also be made with rice. 
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at around 9 A. M., which is the usual time women start preparing the meal at home. 

As I arrived the food was ready and was being transported to the taxi, which was to 

take it to the market. I had to come again the following day at 7 AM to be able to 

observe at least part of the preparation. 

Some women have set up proper small restaurants, often linked to their own 

backyard, with a metal roof over some wooden tables and benches for customers to 

sit and enjoy their meal. Most street stalls consist of a table on which the food is 

placed in large buckets and there are a few benches for customers to sit down while 

eating. A man will sit on a small wooden bench and eat from his plastic plate, 

usually using a fork. Women eat lunch in places like these only if they are 

accompanied by their husband or if they are clearly visiting from another town or 

village and do not have relatives who could provide for them. 

Evening and nighttime food places 

If the lunchtime foods are mostly the same as one would get at home, the evenings 

and nights on the streets of Bobo provide one with a true culinary experience. From 

the late afternoon, little street stalls selling ready-to-eat foods. 

Most food stalls immediately outside the compounds sell fried foods. These 

can include yam, sweet potato and plantain chips, bean and sweet banana fritters, 

and doughnuts made from millet, corn or wheat flour. For people, who do not have 

time or inclination to stop and sit down, the food is wrapped into pages of old 

newspaper or pieces of large paper flour bags. Those with more time to spare may 

decide to sit down on a bench next to the vendor and eat food off a plate and perhaps 

engage in some small talk with the vendor. Unless they know each other well the 

conversation is going to be limited to comments about the weather and maybe some 

current events around the town, or the particular neighbourhood that the vendor is 

working in. If however they know each other well, they may talk about things or 

people they have in common. 

As in the evening many single, and also married Burkinabe men, go out to 

bars with their girlfriends, or more rarely with their wives, the pavements outside 

these bars and clubs are packed with little food stands. As Gotto et al. wrote, in 

many African towns the street restaurants, known in French as gargottes are "a 

meeting place par excellence for unfaithful husbands and for so called women of ill 
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repute" (1994: 30). Not only are the men spending money they could be giving to 

their wives, upon returning home they will eat the food that was prepared for 

them. 21 

At night many of the vendors are men, but they never sell the types of foods 

that are associated with women's cooking. While women, some of whom also have 

stands on the street at night, sell mostly rice and sauce, to and sauce, pasta, attieke, 

or sandwiches, men specialise in barbecued meat and poultry and in omelettes or 

fried egg sandwiches. Vendors have their little stands outside the nightclubs and on 

their way home the customers often get a bite to eat. 

Not all the nighttime customers are coming for the neighbouring bars. 

Sometimes people leave their compounds and drive to a particular part of town in 

order to buy a dish that will satisfy their craving. Others walk onto the street outside 

their compound and buy a small plate of beans or rice with sauce if they ran out of 

food at home. 

The ups and downs of a very small business: the case of Assetou and Madina's 

food stall 

In the second year of my stay in Bobo, two of the girls from my compound decided 

to start selling fried foods in front of the house. Their selection consisted of mini 

sweet banana doughnuts, mashed black-eyed bean doughnuts, plantain bananas, 

yams and sweet potatoes. Most days they also sold fried fish, which they prepared 

beforehand and did not fry on the street. The food got sold quite quickly, usually 
before dark. While many customers were people from our house212 and the 

neighbouring compounds, some were drawn to buying their food simply by walking 

along the road and seeing the stall. Most customers were small children who bought 

tiny quantities of fritters with the few coins of spare change that they got from their 

parents or an older brother. Some children were sent from their compound with a pot 

and bought snacks for the whole family. Sometimes the quantity seemed to be 

211 In Mexico eating on the street is wrong, and street food is "a clandestine delight. " (Adapon 2002: 9) 
A man, who understands his marital obligation, eats the food his wife makes for him. A woman who 
suspects that her husband is having an extramarital affair will serve him a large plate of food upon his 
return and force him to eat it (ibid: 12). 
212 1 was their regular customer and bought food for my self and for the children. 
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sufficiently big to be a proper meal, yet these fried goods never constitute a proper 

evening meal. They are seen as an afternoon snack, but not substantial enough to 

satisfy one's hunger. 

In order to set up such a stall, the women need some material that is not 

necessarily available to them in the household. Madina and Assetou borrowed a 

small, rather crooked, wooden table and a small metal stove from the house. They 

often borrowed fire-wood from Mama's pile in the compound and Fati Koroba 

noticed it and accused them, which caused a minor argument, but nothing ever came 

of it, as they later continued with the same practice of buying wood on some 

occasions and `borrowing' from the family pile on others. They also borrowed an 

iron frying pan, a large metal spoon for taking out the fritters and plates to serve 

people who wanted to sit down. They used old newspapers to wrap food for take- 

away customers. They brought out a few plastic stools for the customers and a small 

wooden one for the one who was doing the frying. Because some large trees were 

recently cut down in front of the house, there was a large trunk, which is convenient 
for customers or friends who wanted to sit down. There were always people hanging 

about, chatting with Madina or Assetou. 

While initially Assetou's and Madina's business venture seemed to run 

smoothly, it eventually ended up being a cause of many rows between the two of 
them and between the people who decided to support the cause of one or the other. 
The first problem lay in the fact that they worked on alternate days, one day 

Assetou, the next Madina. Whoever worked on a particular day was meant to clean 
the pots and pans and tidy things in a way that allowed the other to set up the stall 

without much hassle the next day. While dirty pots caused some arguments, 

problems were mostly of material and financial nature. Assetou's partner, Yacouba, 

brought her a new set of plastic plates from Ivory Coast by Yacouba, but both 

Assetou and Madina used them when selling food. The girls were also sharing an 

oil lamp, which in fact belonged to Mama, but Madina was the one who regularly 
bought oil. She claimed that Assetou never bought oil, so they constantly argued 

about it and Assetou usually reacted by hiding her plastic plates. Yacouba, who 

always supported his girlfriend, later bought her a lamp, so that she did not need to 

share it with Madina. 

As I already suggested, Madina and Assetou cooked and sold in turns, the 

same turns that they took for cooking the main family meal. The older women in the 
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family disapproved of this and kept saying that the shifts should be just the opposite 

so that the business would not interfere with their daily cooking duties. The reason 

for this was the fact that the selling of fried foods involves some planning and 

preparation, which in the eyes of the older women distracted the girls and made 

them less careful when cooking lunch. 

Later on Assetou decided to break away from the joint venture and set up a 

small stand selling grilled corn on the cob. This was a seasonal business, since corn 

on the cob is available from May till July. She sat outside the comer shop, and 

everybody in the compound criticised her for selling to expensively. Mamou and 
Fati F., who have always been easily irritated when it came to Assetou, made the 

point of sending the children to buy grilled corn with a vendor on a street further 

away. Whenever she could, Assetou tried to borrow Mama's moped to go to the 

market to buy corn. She had to go everyday and when she did not have a mobylette 

she walked to the market and carried the sack of corn on her head. She usually left 

her two-year-old son with someone in the compound, as with him on her back, the 

task of carrying the heavy sack would be even harder. The fact that she left her son 
behind often caused more irritation and subsequent insults from Mamou and Fati F. 

Assetou and Madina's business venture did not last long. Mostly it was 
because the two them did not get along well enough to maintain a professional 

relationship, while neither of them had the means or the time to run the whole 
business on her own. According to them the profit they made with selling fried 

foods was tiny, not more than 500 FCFA per day. Often they did not even make that 

much, since many people took the food but promised to pay later, which some never 
did. Given that neither of them had any other source of income, the money was 

spent quickly. At some point halfway through the whole thing, they briefly stopped 

selling food, claiming that they did not have enough money to buy the ingredients. 

Like most other vendors Madina and Assetou claimed that they made no profit, so 

the 500 FCFA per day could be an underestimate, in order to deter any jealous 

thoughts among people of the compound. However, given my daily observation of 

their business, it is also possible that they were telling the truth. 
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Restaurants, cafes, teahouses and bars 

So far, I have explored the food that can be bought and eaten on the street. In this 

section I shall, following the same pattern of daily meals, explore the less common 

practice of attending restaurants and other upper class eating establishments. I will 

also provide some ethnographic examples of eating in these places. 

The posh breakfast places 

One step up from a street cafe is the so-called Salon de the. Originally there was 

only one such place in Bobo Dioulasso, a French-style patisserie La Bonne Miche. It 

still exists and it consists of a large air-conditioned space, where one can enjoy a 

nice cup of tea or coffee, accompanied by a croissant, brioche or a pain au chocolat. 

They also serve baguettes with butter and jam, sandwiches, omelettes and many 

types of pastries. The place is open for breakfast and afternoon teas. Eating at a 

place like La Bonne Miche is seen as a sign of prestige, because only the very 

wealthy people can afford it. A cup of coffee will cost as much as three times its 

street price and a full breakfast is more expensive than the ingredients of a simple 

home cooked meal for a family of ten. Because of this the place is frequented mainly 

by White tourist and Burkinabe businessmen or government or NGO employees 

visiting from the capital, or perhaps an occasional local rich men, who needs to 

impress his mistress or his business partner. Following the success of La Bonne 

Miche other breakfast places have opened in the last few years, often less `posh', 

without air-conditioning, and with a smaller choice of food. These are usually 

cheaper, but not enough to attract the people who are frequenting La Bonne Miche in 

hope that being seen there may raise their status. 

Restaurants 

People who want to eat their lunch or dinner outside, but are not keen on street food, 

have large a choice of restaurants that cater to different budgets. There some `upper 

class' restaurants in town, which cater mostly to the very rich and particularly to the 

Western expatriate community. There one can eat a very good meal for about 10,000 

to 15,000 FCFA (approximately 10-15 pounds) per person, which is about half of a 
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minimum Burkinabe salary. There are also many restaurants that are more eligible to 

the middle class person. These cheaper establishments offer a lunch or a dinner at a 

price of between 300 and 1000 FCFA. 213 For this price one can get a plate of rice 

with a rich meat sauce, a salad and some bread. Like in most other restaurants, the 

clients are either men, who work in town and whose home is too far away to go 

there during the lunch break, or men who live away from their family and do not 

have a woman who could cook for them. Some men who frequent these places are 

married and have food waiting for them at home, but come to eat here with their 

colleagues and friends and then have a meal at home upon their return. According to 

a journalist report, it is office clerks, government officials, businessmen, market 

vendors and others that come to eat and drink in these places (Manyinga in Gotto et 

al. 1994: 30). 

In the evenings, the restaurants are full of travelling businessmen, who go 

out for dinner. These will mostly eat a bowl of rice or to with sauce. There are also 

married men who take their mistresses out to dinner. They may sit in a bar dancing, 

sip their beers and nibble on a nice poulet röti or pintade grille214 and dance to a 

couple of tunes in between. In Cameroon women have named these restaurants and 

street food places "wage cemeteries"(ibid), since some husbands have the tendency 

to spend their whole salary in a place like that. There seems to be a sort of unwritten 

rule that in these places people can count on the discretion of the other customers 

and hence, Muslim men and women may drink beer (and in extreme circumstances 

even eat pork), without fear of criticism of those present. Such behaviour would 

never be tolerated in broad daylight, and most certainly not in the eyes of one's 

family members. 

Anthropologist eats outside (and gets told off) 

As I suggested above it only takes a healthy appetite, a little curiosity and some 

money in the purse for a person to eat their way through the streets of Bobo. Having 

had a bit of everything, particularly appetite, I spent the initial months of my 

fieldwork, before settling with my host family, eating my way around Bobo. 

213 Equivalent of 30 pence to one pound. 
214 Roast chicken and grilled guinea fowl. 
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In the morning I would start with bunch of small millet doughnuts sprinkled 

with sugar or a wann baguette with some butter, and a glass of nescafe with lots of 

sweet condensed milk for breakfast. Since one wakes up early in Bobo, there is, at 

about ten or eleven, already time for a snack. There is a little street that goes from 

the main town Post Office to the Water Company offices and on that street there is a 

small stand on which a woman has been selling sandwiches for years. People from 

offices all over the centre of Bobo come to buy un quart or demi baguette, filled 

with various types of meat sauces and chopped onion and crudites. I like my demi 

with avocado, egg, onion, crudites and a few drops of sauce. Of course, all that has 

to be seasoned with some Maggi cube in powder. These sandwiches are not cheap 

by Bobolese standards, since they can cost up to 375 FCFA, which can buy you 

three portions of rice and sauce at a street stand or a portion of couscous and sauce at 

one of the cheaper restaurants, like Le Mande for example. Le Mande is cheap, 

pretty quiet, has lots of shade and the service is usually good. I used to go there 

often to have a small plate of salad and sometimes a bowl of yoghurt. 

Before discovering places like Le Mande, I ate lunch on the street or in small 

places like Restaurant Togolais, which sell food cooked on the spot, but do not have 

a proper restaurant setting like Le Mande, only a few benches and tables in a small 

dark room adjacent to a backyard belonging to the cook's house. I often had boiled 

beans, soso barabarani, with a little bit of spinach or groundnut sauce. I liked this 

dish so much that I told all my Burkinabe friends and acquaintances about it. When I 

told Fati F. about it, she asked me to tell her where I had eaten this dish. 215 Next 

time we went into town together, I took her to the little stall close to the main 

market, where a woman sold rice, beans and groundnut sauce. Fati recognised the 

dish that I liked and said that she could prepare the same thing for me at her home. I 

told her that would not be necessary, since there were plenty of places I could buy 

the beans, but she insisted and then a few days later one of the young boys of the 

family came round to the place where I was staying at the time, bringing with him a 

bowl of soso barabarani. I felt embarrassed by the kind gesture and while I enjoyed 

the beans, they did not taste as good as the ones at the little street stand. Of course, I 

never told this last thing to Fati F, who from now on often made beans or other types 

of `street' food that she heard me talk about. I initially thought that Fati was being 

215 This was before I moved into the Bationo compound. 
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extremely welcoming and friendly, but I later realised that this was only partly the 

reason why she offered to make me `street food' at home. 

Perils of eating and being outside or places where one should not be (seen) 

Fati F. and her family, like most Bobolese women and men pride themselves 

on the cleanliness of their home, and at the same time they believe that that their 

fellow countrymen are not living up to their high standards of hygiene. 216 When I 

was searching for the compound in which to live, Fati and Mamou sometimes 

accompanied me to the potential new homes. Most were dismissed for being dirty 

and inappropriate for someone like me. I agreed, but had the impression that the 

`someone like me' applied to them as well and that they would not agree to live in 

what they thought to be a dirty compound. 
Because of the belief that everyone else is dirtier, the Bobolese generally find 

that eating outside their homes presents a possible danger, as streets are full of 

disease lurking in every corner, just waiting to jump into one's plate. 217 The other 

danger of eating food prepared by an unknown woman lies in the fear is that it may 

be poisonous. Jack Goody argued that the fear of poisoned food was behind the 

success of imported canned foods in Ghana (1982: 180). The idea of sorcery through 

feeding still exists, not only in relation to eating outside, but also within one's home, 

as there is plenty of rivalry among the women in a polygamous marriage, who in 

order to win the favours of the husband, may resort to using poisons which they 

purchase from a marabout. Of course with the street food, the poisoning would not 

be intentional. It is the disease that results from the dirty circumstances, in which the 

food was prepared, that carries potential fatal outcome. 

It is therefore inadvisable for one to eat outside as long as one has a home 

and a meal to go to. The only thing that one could buy outside are regional 

specialities that one could not prepare at home, or particular snacks and dishes that 

cannot be prepared for the whole family, from a trusted vendor with whom the 

216 The Muslim population claims particularly high standards of cleanliness, as they need to keep the 
water for cooking separate from the water for performing ablutions. 
217 Interestingly many Westerns residing in Burkina and also visitors from abroad have a similar 
opinion of street food in the country. 
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relationship of trust had been established many years ago and so far never abused. In 

this way one actually purchases large quantity of street food. 218 Of course, this is 

done very carefully. 

After moving to the Bationo compound, I spent many months eating rice and 

sauce everyday of the week. Sometimes I could not face the repetition of the dishes 

and on other occasions, especially during the really hot months of April and May, I 

found the meals too heavy. I therefore sometimes went to a restaurant in town and 

had a salad or a bowl of yoghurt for lunch. At other times when I felt that I had been 

overeating, I would skip the lunch all together. 219 Neither of these two options was 

deemed acceptable by my hosts, so I resorted to lying and saying that I ate a meal in 

another compound, where I was doing my research that day. Eating outside in a 

restaurant was considered rather extravagant, considering the fact that there was a 

family meal waiting at home. The portion in my eating group was no bigger whether 

I was there or not, so my absence did not mean that food would be wasted, but 

spending money in a restaurant is not something you do if you have a meal at home. 

On the other hand eating in a compound other than your own could also be 

dangerous, but less than street food prepared by a complete unknown. 

As I was not aware of the notion of the danger of outside food, I once 

truthfully told the family that I was visiting a White acquaintance on the other side 

of the town, in Bolomakote, and that we bought our lunch from a lady selling a 

potato ragout outside my friend's house. The three adult women sitting on the 

veranda and watching TV greeted my statement with great disapproval. `You should 

not eat on the street like this. You don't know how these women prepare their food, 

they are dirty and they use tricks to make their food taste good. They use Maggi 

blanc and that is poisonous-'220 When I tried to argue that my friend ate there 

everyday and was fine, this was greeted with even more suspicion and they said to 

me: `Do what you like, but we feel the responsibility to warn you. Don't come crying 

when you have your diarrhoea. ' 

218 Raynaut writes that in Hausa villages in Niger people cat more food that was bought outside the 
house, than that prepared at home (1978). 
219 The family expected me to eat well, which meant eating twice the portion I would have under 
normal circumstances. At the same time I had to eat also in all the compounds where I observed food 
preparation. It would be considered impolite not only to refuse food. but also to cat too small a 

Zquantity 
of it. 

° Maggi blanc is an expression used for the monosodium glutamate powder that is available at 
markets and used by some street food sellers. This is certainly harmful to one's health, but the 
problem is that normal stock cubes available in Burkina also include MSG. 
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I received similar reactions when I sometimes bought attieke221 for lunch 

from a lady, who sold it on a street not far from the house. `That woman is filthy, her 

attieke is full of dust and her fish is not fresh. ' Fati K. often suggested that there 

were other attieke sellers around and said that I should send one of the boys to get 

me some. 

An important point that needs to be mentioned here is the fact that the danger 

of the outside went beyond the foods consumed on the street. It also consisted of 

staying outside the house much longer than 8 PM, especially if one was staying in 

the so-called dangerous parts of the town, such as Bolomakote. Any time I went to 

Bolomakote this was seen as something a respectable young woman would not do. 

Bolomakote is one of the older parts of Bobo and is known among the foreign 

visitors for its vibrant music scene. It is from here that the one famous Burkinabe 

musical ensemble, Farafina, originated. Bolomakote is full of small bars where in 

the evening one can enjoy performances by local percussionist groups. 222 As the 

young musicians lead a life that tries to imitate the `the rock lifestyle, ' and many 

may spend their time between playing drums, drinking and smoking marijuana, they 

have an extremely bad reputation among the average Bobolese population. My host 

family certainly did not approve of me going there, even if I assured them that I was 

only visiting a White girl I befriended at the French cultural centre, which was the 

truth. To them Bolomakote was the source of all kinds of evil and Fati F. often told 

me that if I went to that part of town in the evenings, I would one day found myself 

`lying in the gutter, drugged, raped and robbed of my possessions'. She also said 

that if I chose not to follow her advice, she `would not help me when that happened' 

With all these negative images surrounding Bolomakote, it does not seem 

strange that the food bought on the streets of this part of town was considered 

particularly dangerous, especially for a White person with a sensitive stomach like 

mine. 223 With time I learned to be less generous with the information about where 

and what I ate during the day and tried to keep people happy. I sometimes arrived 

back to the compound in the evening, when everyone was gathered around the TV, 

holding their dinner plate, and if offered a plate of food, I accepted it and ate it 

221 A speciality from Ivory Coast, made from cassava. 
222 This part of West Africa is famous for its excellent drummers and xylophonists, and it has lately 
become a very popular destination for Westerners wanting to learn how to play an African instrument 
or take `traditional' dancing lessons. 
223 I used the excuse of a sensitive stomach when I thought I could not politely refuse food that I was 
offered. 
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without letting anyone know that I just had a plate of the most delicious potato 

ragout in one of the filthy streets of Bolomakote. 

It should be noted that Bolomakote is not the only part of Bobo that is 

associated with danger. Among the Bationo women it was considered dangerous to 

cross the bridge linking the neighbourhood with the centre of town at night. 

`Bandits' were `known' to lurk behind the trees on the street adjoining the bridge 

and they would jump on you as you drove across on your moped to steal your bag. 

Fati K. had repeatedly told me about this danger, but could never tell me any 

particular names of people who got attacked. As far as I could find out no one from 

the family was ever a victim of such an attack. Other parts of town were also not to 

be frequented at night, in fact, at night no place other than the family compound was 

considered safe for a woman on her own. 224 When I first met Fati F., we once went 

to see a film at the French Cultural Centre. As I did not have a moped yet, she came 

to pick me up at the place where I was staying at about 7 PM and we went to the 

cinema. When the film ended at about 10 PM, we walked outside the Centre, and I 

saw her younger brother waiting outside, sitting on his moped. I greeted him and 

asked him if he was passing by. Fati F. then explained that he was going to 

accompany us to my place and then drive together with Fati back to their house. The 

reason for this was the fact that we had to cross the railway line on the way to my 

place. The railway line was also associated with danger and bandits lurking around, 

waiting to attack innocent people. 

While this kind of moral mapping of the town was present in the discourse of 

most people, it also seemed that the dangerous and dirty places changed based on 

the area of the town one was living in. It was also linked to whether one had family 

members living in a certain neighbourhood or not. The more one was familiar with 

the place, the less dangerous it seemed. Sometimes the morality of a place was 

questionable only because the roads in that neighbourhood were not maintained. As 

most roads were dirt roads, they usually deteriorated during rainy season, which 

meant that driving a moped on them was not an easy task. It was interesting to see 

how well people knew where and how to drive even in the dark, to avoid the 

potholes. The danger could therefore be linked also to the fact that because of holes 

224 Even the family compound needed to be locked at night and when I kept my door open at night 
during the hot months, Fati told me that I should lock it, unless I want some garibou (a beggar) to 
rape me at night. She also found it completely unacceptable when I suggested that I wanted to sleep 
on the terrace because of the heat. 
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in the road, in certain areas one has to drive slower and is therefore more susceptible 

to attacks. 

In the Introduction I mentioned that in most West African societies a stranger (a 

visitor) is treated like a king, but s/he is not free to go where s/he wants. All the 

movements are co-ordinated by the host, who is responsible for the stranger, as if 

s/he was a child that is not yet capable of finding her/his way around the place. 
While the locals are already aware of all the perils of the outside, the stranger is a 
beginner when it comes to this and therefore needs proper, informed guidance. It is 

only through the host as the intermediary that the stranger is allowed to make 

contacts with other people in the area (Fortes 1975, Launay 1982, Hagberg 1998). 225 

Once I was associated with the Bationo family, I became their stranger226 and it was 

therefore their task to `ease' all my interactions in what was their home territory. Of 

course, I did not always find these interventions helpful, since they sometimes meant 

that I had almost no privacy, no time on my own and no `agency. ' I had to rely on 

the family to organise everything, otherwise it was considered to be improper 

behaviour. However, I sometimes still did things without the family as the 

intermediary. In retrospect I should say that I quite often did things, which at the 

given time seemed negligible to me, but which upon reflection, have probably upset 

women of the family, because I went against the local rules of proper behaviour for 

a dunanmuso. 

Apart from being a dunanmuso, I was also a dogomuso, a younger sister to 

Mamou, Fati F. and Fati K. I was a young, unmarried girl, living with a Muslim 

family and I needed to protect my reputation. 227 Going around town, doing the yala 

yala, vagabonding, is not something respectable girls do. Whenever I was out two 

evenings in a row, Fati F. critically commented `how well you know Bobo these 

days. ' Eating on the street more than it was necessary, when I had a host family, was 

certainly one of my faux pas. Another one was not allowing a compete transparency 

of my every move and having a life other than that in the Bationo family. If I 

decided to go to the capital for a few days, either to visit people I knew there, or just 

225 For more on the complexities of the status and roles of strangers, both African and non African, 
within different African societies see Shack and Skinner 1979. 
226 People who visited the compound would in conversation with the members of the family refer to 
me as 'Aw ka dunanmuso' or 'your stranger. ' 
227 See also LeBlanc 1998. 
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for a change from the family life in Bobo, I had to announce it to all the adult 

women in the family. If I failed to inform one of them, I would suffer the 

consequences upon my return. Fati K. would say: `I didn't know you were going 

away, I arrived home in the afternoon to find that you had left. ' This statement was a 

request for an apology on my side, which I duly provided. Fati F. on the other hand, 

was much more upset if I failed to `ask permission' for my every move. On 

occasions she refused to speak to me for a few days after my return. She considered 

my going away without letting her know was unacceptable even when I went on a 

holiday to Ghana with my mother who came for a visit during my fieldwork. It 

seemed that even my own mother was not able to protect my good name when I was 

away from the compound, since she was even more a dunanmuso than I was. And to 

make things worse Ghana is a place if ill repute. An example of this can be seen in 

the Burkinabe term for a prostitute, which is La Ghaneenne, a Ghanean woman. 

My association with people who lived in the wrong part of town, such as 

Bolomakote, or with people, who like my assistant Bintou were from a socially less 

acceptable group of people, was also a sore point with Fati F. Bintou's family are 

Jula blacksmiths (numuw), and therefore technically belonged to the nyamakalaw, a 

professional class of craftsmen and artists among the Mande-speaking peoples of 
West Africa (Conrad & Frank 1995: 1). The nyamakalaw are normally associated 

with notions of pollution and are "feared for their knowledge of the occult" (ibid). 

The Bationo, who are not really part of the Mande speaking people, as they are a 

mix of several ethnic groups, of which only one could be linked to the Mande world, 

and therefore could not really be categorised as horonw, or the noble class, but 

neither are they nyamakalaw. This `class' difference could be a possible reason for 

Fati F. 's dislike of my friendship with Bintou. However, she often claimed that she 

was a `modern' and forward thinking person, who was not interested in superstitions 

and in what she called `backward thinking' and `primitive beliefs. ' On one occasion, 

when I told her of a Fulbe man who claimed that his brother died because he had 

married a woman from the blacksmith family, 228 she dismissed this as `backward 

thinking of uneducated people' and told me that no one believed these things 

anymore. I could therefore not be certain that Bintou's class was the cause of the 

problems. Bintou was also not the only person among my acquaintances that Fati F. 

228 Fulbe and blacksmiths are in a joking relationship, which also prevents them from marrying into 
each other's families. Failing to obey this rule may result in great misfortune. 
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disliked. Abou Bassinga was another person on her `blacklist. ' As a headmaster of a 

local school he was of a same or even higher social standing than Fati and he had 

similar ethnic background to the Bationo family. But he was someone I had met 

without the family intervention, and therefore represented another faux pas on my 

side. Whenever he arrived to the compound, Bassinga `failed' to greet Fati F. and 

Mamou in a manner they considered appropriate. This meant that he greeted the 

young men who often sat at the door first and then greeted the women only from 

afar before proceeding to greet me, as I was sitting in front of my room. I was 

subsequently told off for the behaviour of `your friend Bassinga. ' Since I was the 

one who brought Bassinga to the compound I was responsible for his behaviour. 

Similarly the family was responsible for my behaviour and movements around the 

town and if they were inappropriate they did not only reflect badly on me, but also 

on the family. The longer I stayed in the compound, the more people told me off for 

certain things. If in the beginning, when I was visiting the compound, people were 

extremely polite with me and never said a bad word, later on, I was treated as one of 

the young women of the compound and if my behaviour was inappropriate, I got 

told off for it. My outfits, which were mostly conservative, sometimes provoked 

criticism from the adult women. On the few occasions that I decided to wear a short 

skirt, which ended at the knees and was something many young women in Bobo 

wore, Fati K. let me know that it was unacceptable. `You are going out dressed like 

this? ' she said. I sometimes changed the outfit to please her and on other occasions 

chose to ignore her comments. Once when we were all sitting on the terrace in front 

of Mamou and Fati F. 's house, a young woman came to say hello. She was the 

daughter of one of the neighbours and was studying in the capital. She came home 

for a visit and came to greet the Bationo women, who were friends of the family. 

The girl was dressed in a see-through short black dress, which revealed her 

underwear and seemed completely unacceptable as an outfit for a Muslim woman. 
None of the women commented on the dress and chatted politely with the girl. 

When she left, I asked the women why they did not say anything to the girl, when I 

get told off for wearing anything even slightly non-conservative. Mamou replied: 'If 

her mothers do not tell her it is not appropriate, it is not our place to do so. You are 

part of our family and we need to take care of you. We have to tell you if we think 

you are making a mistake. It is our job. ' As a dogomuso it was my job to listen to 
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their advice, even if it sometimes seemed intrusive and controlling, since it was all 
for my own good. 

Hierarchy of cleanliness and dirt 

One always has someone who is dirtier than oneself, someone one can be superior 

to. As I had already suggested my friend Bintou usually fulfilled that role for the 

adult women in my host family. Bintou lives in a crowded compound in the old part 

of town and her family does not have running water within their home. Interestingly 

enough Bintou did not consider her compound to be particularly clean. As I will 

explore in the chapter that follows, she sometimes spoke about the dirt in the 
household to be one of the obstacles to her becoming a practising Muslim. While her 

home compound was not perfect, Bintou still thought that there were places that 

were much dirtier and she would comment on the despicable people living there. 

When it came to food she is also careful not to eat fried foods from the vendors on 

main streets, especially along the boulevard, unless it was the food that was fried 

before her very eyes. She always told me to follow her advice and be careful, but I 

often did not as I was always very greedy and bought food almost at every corner. 
Bintou often referred to people as dirty, but none of them were from her 

immediate family. The compound in which she lived was in fact combined of many 
household with most people living there being related to her. The people she 

referred to as dirty, or even filthy, were usually only distantly related to her, so she 

could take a more critical view of then, than if it was a closely related relative. Some 

of them, she would point at, and say `Look at her, she is filthy. ' At other times, she 

would be talking about some event, and I got confused about the names of the 

people she mentioned and she would say `no, no, not that one, she is filthy, I would 

never go into the tax with her. ' 

All the people that Bintou and Fati F. and other people in my compound 

referred to as dirty, where still Muslims, some of the practising ones, which meant 

that they had to do five ablutions daily. There does not seem to be, to the best of my 
knowledge, any religious difference in these designations. 

While men are much more frequent visitors to street food stalls, they also 
have ideas about clean and dirty foods and about the dangers that are associated with 

eating on the streets or in restaurants. Ismael Sanou, a vendor of wooden art objects, 
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told me how he would never eat food from street vendors, not even sandwiches or 

brochettes, which are usually considered to be among the safer types of street food - 

especially brochettes as they are cooked before your eyes. The following passage 

from an interview with him, elaborates on his ideas about unclean food. 

`You know, Liza, I don't like eating outside very much. 

Why? 

Well, because... I'll tell you in a clear way, so you can understand. It's because it is 

not very well prepared; it is not clean. 

Even in restaurants? 

Yes, even in restaurants. I don't trust them, because, because, you know I have 

spoken to a doctor once and he told me that malaria, meningitis, all the big diseases 

can be avoided by eating at home. He said to me that one should eat at home. 

Because at home, even if the meal isn't very good, at least you know it is well 

cooked. He said to me, that even if the food doesn't taste nice, it is good, because it 

was well cooked... 

... We may go to a restaurant, let's say I take you to a restaurant, like Le Mande, for 

example. And we order a guinea fowl, or a roast chicken. It will not be well done, 

because they won't take time to do it. Do you think that they will take two hours to 

make it? No, they rush, because they have lots of clients and they want to serve 

many people in one hour... 

.. . 
If I feel like eating a roast guinea fowl, I go to the guinea fowl market, buy one 

and take it home, for my wife to prepare it. That way I know it is well prepared and I 

have no stomach aches or diarrhoea, not like my friend who is always complaining 

about her stomach aching. So I say to her, why don't you stop eating outside for a 

couple of weeks and you'll see the difference. So she comes to see me a few weeks 

later and says that she stopped having her aches. I ask her, so how long have you 

not eaten outside, and she says it was a couple of weeks. I say to her, you see what I 

told you. They don't prepare food well... 

For Ismael the problem of restaurants was not only in the food, but also in the 

unclean cutlery. He said: 

I would advise people to eat with their hand when they go to the restaurants, 

because in the restaurants everyone eats with the spoon. So, look, if a person enters 
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a restaurant, he takes a spoon, they give him food, he takes a spoon, he eats; this 

spoon, people will not take time to wash it well, they will not disinfect it. They will 

only wash it, maybe with a little soap, but they don't have the time to kill all the 

microbes and that can provoke disease. I therefore advise people to eat with their 

hand outside the family. 

Ismael's statements are reminiscent of a passage by a food writer Esther 

Balogh, who in an article about street food and restaurants in Nigeria wrote: "I do 

not want to horrify you with stories about the hygienic conditions of street food. Of 

course this food is unhygienic, but perhaps no more than the food obtainable in 

clubs, guest houses, restaurants and hotels in the country (except a few elite places) 

[... ] " (1991: 29). At the same time it is also a statement of a man, who can afford, 

while having a stall at the market, to have his meals cooked at home and brought to 

the workplace by one of his apprentices. Other people who eat on the street may not 

have the choice of a home cooked meal. 

Eating out with my friends and informants 

Of course, not everyone I knew in Bobo was as reluctant to eat outside as Ismael. 

My friend Bintou particularly enjoyed eating outside. While she was careful about 

not eating some fried and other foods that were sold on the streets, because of dust 

that could contaminate them, she loved going to restaurants. We went out to eat 

many times. Most times this meant stopping for a sandwich and a drink in the 

morning on the way to or from some compound that we were visiting that day, but a 

couple of times we were invited to dinner by one of my visitors or acquaintances to 

an upmarket restaurant by other people. During my last visit to Bobo in 2003 I often 

invited her to come along with me to have lunch or dinner at Le Mande . 
229 

While Bintou liked eating in upmarket restaurants, she was not an easily 

pleased customer and on each occasion she took a long time to decide which dish 

she would order. If the restaurant had a printed menu, she first read it through, 

asking me to explain the dishes she was not familiar with. If I did not know the 

229 On that occasion, during my 5-week stay, I rarely ate with the family, because I spent most of the 
time visiting other compounds and going to meetings regarding the Slovene NGO that I helped with. 
I also had some health problems at the time, which prevented me from eating some of the home 

cooked meals, because they were too greasy or too spicy. 
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answer, she then proceeded to ask the waiter. It was only after careful deliberation 

that she made her order. When I asked her why she took so long to decide she 

explained that she had in the past made quick orders at a restaurant and then suffered 

the consequences of an uninformed choice. She told me of an occasion when with a 

group of friends she had been invited to an upmarket restaurant in the capital. The 

people who invited her to the restaurant were paying for the meal. She studied the 

menu long and hard and chose a large salad. When she made her order the waiter 

asked her if she wanted anything else with her salad, and she insisted that she did 

not. Everyone else ordered roast chicken or other larger dishes. When her meal 

arrived she realised she had made a mistake, but was too embarrassed to order 

anything else. She has regretted her choice ever since. She therefore never orders 

salad as a main dish anymore. 
On one occasion Bintou and I went for breakfast at the patisserie La Bonne 

Miche. This being an upmarket place, I thought that she would be especially pleased. 

It turned out that I was wrong. She was not happy with her order and complained 

throughout. Her omelette was not salty enough and her tea had too little milk. 

Similar to when we went for dinner in a restaurant, Bintou had no problem letting 

the waiter know that she was not happy with the service. Another thing that was 

interesting with our outings was the fact that whenever we went out in the evenings 

she ordered a large bottle of beer. Being a Muslim, this was of course not permitted, 

but for her the outside space was an opportunity to behave in a way that did not 

conform to the constraints and rules of traditions, be it Mande or Muslim. Of course 

not all places outside her home were equally safe for her to act in this free manner. 

She carefully chose places were we sat down to have a drink and if it was not an 

appropriate location she had a soft drink instead of a beer. 

Whenever we were invited out to dinner, she asked for the leftovers to be 

wrapped in a plastic bag, so she could take them home to her aunt and cousins. This 

is a normal practice among the people of Burkina as it is considered wasteful to do 

otherwise. Her family was appreciative of the leftovers. Once we were invited to a 

restaurant called L'Etrier and this was an expensive restaurant by both of our 

standards. The man who invited us was a rich Indian businessman that I met on the 

bus from the capital. Bintou ordered a roast chicken as she thought that it would be 

the best thing on the menu. She did not want to order a salad, because of the above- 

mentioned experience, but once I assured her that she could order that and a main 
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course she agreed. She really enjoyed the meal and also drank beer with it. She tried 

to encourage me to order a large bottle of beer instead of a small one, as we were 
invited. She could not finish her meal, and neither could our two companions and 

she asked the waitress to wrap it and put it in a bag so she could take it home. The 

next day she told me that the people in her family said that they would pray for us to 

get invited again as they enjoyed the leftovers so very much. 

Another person with whom I went out to eat was Abou Bassinga, whose `bad 

manners' prevented me from inviting him to the family compound. As I often 

accompanied him on official business regarding the Slovene NGO that we were both 

helping with, we sometimes, after finishing whatever meeting we had on a particular 

occasion, went for a drink in the centre of town. Bassinga liked eating and drinking 

outside, but also had some worries about it. Unlike Ismael, Bassinga was worried 

about the cost of the outings. A few times when I invited him for a coffee, he always 
looked at the bill and commented if he thought it was too expensive. He found La 

Bonne Miche to be particularly unacceptable in terms of the price and he was always 

on the outlook for some cheaper place. 
Both Bintou and Bassinga were perfect restaurant-eating partners, because 

neither of them was in the position to offer me home cooked food. Bintou, because 

of the bad living conditions and the fact that she knew that I ultimately preferred 
tubabu dumuni to the local fare, and Bassinga because he lived in a compound far 

from the centre and it would also be inappropriate for him to invite me to his home 

while his wife, also a teacher was away at work. For him and me to have drink in a 

cafe that catered to expatriates was the best solution. In such a place local rules do 

not apply as strongly as in other places. When a dunanmuso visits an upmarket cafe, 

she loses her identity as an adoptive daughter and sister. She can pretend to be a 

tourist who has no one to answer to, a woman whose actions will not reflect badly 

on anyone other than herself. This is a space in which she can drink beer, wear a 

short skirt and associate herself with bad mannered people. But this can last only as 
long as no one who knows her host family is present. As soon as there is some link 

established, all is lost. She has to conform to the rules again, or risk upsetting the 

family. 

I would suggest that this kind of mapping of the town (and of times of day) 

where/when one can do certain things and not others is a common practice among 

the Bobolese. At home women have to act according to the ideals. Away from the 
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home compound or places associated with the family Bintou drinks beer and eats 

when she should be fasting. Fati F. goes out at night with her married boyfriend, and 

does things people in the compound can only speculate about. 23° When she goes out 

in the evening, her boyfriend waits outside the house in his car and Fati walks out 

only after the man has sent a child in to tell her that he's arrived. She then leaves 

without saying a word to anyone, although sometimes Mamou may call after her 

some teasing remark about her outing. Her manner of leaving implies secrecy and 

possibly an activity that is associated with risk and shame. But because she has 

established a position of certain authority in the compound, no one can comment on 
her behaviour. 231 If Madina does something similar, she gets severely punished. It is 

clear that within this moral mapping of the town and activities associated with 

certain places, rules of hierarchy apply also play a part. 

Discussion 

The experience of eating outside, both from the local perspective and from the 

anthropologists one, raises several theoretical issues. As I have already indicated 

urban West African environment provides the individual with many choices for 

interaction outside the home compound (Peil 1984). But while there is an abundance 

of opportunities for one to engage in new networks from which one could possibly 

benefit, one has to be careful not to get involved in interactions that carry potential 

risk and subsequent damage of reputation or other. The perception and judgement of 

the risk is culturally constructed and the people's "set of values, orientations, and 

goals [... ] leads them to perceive and evaluate risks in their own distinctive ways" 
(Strydom 2002: 27). As seen above, each individual has a different set of priorities 

and moral standards, which they wish to maintain and the idiom of food and space 

are particularly good for expressing the moral and other priorities, as they can be 

linked to the ultimate dichotomy of purity and danger. People's behaviour, both 

inside their home and on the outside, while sometimes contradictory, aims at 

maintaining some form of order. In a way, linking some places and some activities 

with risk and danger, helps those who are making these claim establish a certain 

230 I was told of young girls from Muslim families who left home for school in a modest outfit, under 
which they hid a tight and revealing dress, which they later wore in town . 231 And as we saw in the previous chapter she can critically comment when indecent behaviour is 
displayed on TV. 
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position of authority, may it be over a younger sibling, whom they do not want to 

vagabond around at night; or in order to keep the guest we they have taken in under 

some form of control, without having to keep an eye on them at all times. 

The ideas of risk are closely linked to the notions of space and place. Most 

people regard the home and the space that immediately surrounds it as the safest of 

all and the level of danger increases with the distance passed from the home 

compound232 (Ardener 1993: 10, Fitzpatrick & LaGory 2000: 12). Movement in 

space is not without consequences, since the people's presence in a certain place 

gives meaning to it (Low & Lawrence-Zuniga 2003) and this meaning can in some 

cases become forever associated with the place and then transfer itself onto other 

visitors like a bad smell. As Ardener put it, "[t]he `dangers' of `the outside' arise 
from encounters which impinge on all social life, and which may be a threat to 

prestige and comfort [... ]" (1993: 12). Thus my movement in spaces that were 
loaded with notions of dirt and 'crime' 233 presented a threat to the Bationo family's 

`prestige' of having a White woman living among them. From being an asset, I 

became a liability. My faux pas could damage the reputation of the whole family. It 

is thus clear that the protection given to the stranger in most West African societies 
is at the same time protection of the host him/herself. By accepting a guest into 

one's home, the host is taking on the responsibility to look after him/her. It is of vital 
importance that nothing happens to the guest while s/he is part of the hosts' family. 

As I have already suggested it is therefore impossible for a guest to leave the 

compound halfway through the stay, in order to go and live somewhere else in the 

same town. This is considered as if s/he was not happy with the treatment in the 

compound. If something were to happen to the stranger while under the 

responsibility of a certain host, it would be considered the fault of the latter, since he 

should've protected the former, who in this case was the innocent one, since s/he 

was not familiar with the danger lurking around. It could be said that the desire to 

protect the stranger is a reflection of the host's selfishness. 

On the other hand someone like Bintou was happy to venture outside the 

home environment in order to escape the constraints of the traditional lifestyle and 

232In rural West Africa this danger is usually related to the bush, the world outside the village and its 
immediate surroundings. The bush is also the place where the spirits reside and is therefore 
dangerous for the average person. This is also one of the elements of the inside/outside dynamic. 
233 The only common denominative that I could find between all these places is that they seemed 
poorer to me than our neighbourhood and that the roads were narrower and not well maintained. 
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the burden of life in a large family compound: escape from the harsh realities of 

everyday life of a community, which allows for no mistakes and expects morally 

acceptable behaviour from anyone under their eyes, but is happy to turn a blind eye 

to things that happen outside their immediate control. 234 In this case the family back 

home is delighted to eat the leftovers, and chooses to overlook the fact that the 

setting in which the food was eaten was morally questionable. 

Another issue that is prominent in the ethnography is that of taking care of 

one's own and the protection given to one's own. While this in my case was not 

always welcome, it in a way testifies to my partial belonging to the family. By 

telling me off the family looked after me. In order to repay their care, I tried to act in 

a proper manner, but sometimes failed. I thus had to sometimes negotiate between 

what I found acceptable behaviour and what was acceptable locally. Sometimes this 

involved swallowing some of my principles to please the women of the family. 

Avoiding conflict in my case did not mean not venturing outside or not eating street 

food. It meant withholding the truth at times that requested such discretion. Like 

many of my informants, I was keeping up appearances as best as I possibly could, 

trying to find a middle ground between my ideas about the ideal way of conducting 

fieldwork without compromising my principles and at the same time not 

disrespecting the local tradition. 

In the following chapter I will look at the lives of three individuals, whom 

we have already met in the ethnography and explore further the notions of real and 

ideal and the ways people try to lead their lives in a way that guarantees them some 

form of satisfaction. The notion of space will be addressed also through the concept 

of the future, as a place where one wants to go or as a place with which one wishes 

to be associated as compared with in the future, as compared to where one is at the 

moment and one's present constraints. 

234 Next chapter will further explore the complications of life in such circumstances. 
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Chapter Six 

Waiting for happiness - the vision of future of people in 

Bobo-Dioulasso 

In the chapters preceding this one I have focused on the many activities that are part 

of the practice of everyday life. Cooking, eating, watching TV, shopping, 

celebrations of weddings, have all been discussed in this thesis. I now want to bring 

these elements together and link them to what may be considered more spiritual 

questions. It is the question of religion, of Islam in particular, that I wish to address 

in this final chapter. I want to understand people's hopes and dreams, their projects 

and their ambitions and the role of religion in formation of all of these. I want to 

understand why some of my informants have ambitions and other do not seem to 

have any at all. I wish to do so by exploring the thoughts and strategies of a couple 

of individuals, who have already featured more or less prominently in the rest of the 

thesis and whose narratives I found so powerful and enlightening for my 

understanding of the life of the people of Bobo-Dioulasso, that I believe they could 

be seen as the indication of the "potentialities of Everyperson" (Rapport 2003: 16). 

As in the rest of my thesis, in this chapter the reader is meant to gain a sense 

of multiplicity of issues and topics of everyday life in Muslim contexts and how they 

influence people's behaviour and their ideas about the ideals of life and the reality 

they end up living. In the chapters so far, I have focused on the present and on how 

the constraints of past traditions shape people's everyday life. In this chapter I want 

to look to the future235 and see what the Bobolese imagine as the ideals of their lives 

in the years to come. As Yamba suggested in the study of Hausa pilgrims in Sudan 

"the notions a given group has of the future generate the realities they live" 

(1992: 109). Furthermore in this chapter I wish to explore how these practices relate 

to various ways of understanding Islam. My intention is to give the reader an insight 

into what it feels like to be a Muslim believer and a non-believer in Burkina Faso, 

into ways in which people justify their religious or non-religious behaviour. 

235 For a detailed look at the topic of future, see Wallman 1992. 
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I will base my chapter on the lives and words of three Burkinabe adults, two 

women and a man. Through their personal accounts I will explore what it feels like 

for them to live in a large town in West Africa, a town that has a large Muslim 

community, of which they are a part, whether they like it or not. As I have already 

suggested in Chapter One, my overall aim is not to provide you with generalisations 

of the experiences of the people I am introducing to you, but to let their narratives 

and the narratives of my interactions with them speak for themselves. In the chapters 

that preceded this one I often wove the ethnographic examples around the events 

during which I was an active participant. Here I am hoping to take a place in the 

background, and act only as a prompter, as the person who asked the questions, 

which then encouraged these three individuals to share their life stories with me. 

I would like my work to be seen as a contribution to the less generalising 

field within anthropological writing on Africa, in which anthropologists, who had 

preceded me in it, have written, in great detail, about one or more of their 

informants, giving them space to reveal themselves fully to the reader (Abu-Lughod 

1993, Chernoff 2003, Fieloux 1993, Shostak 1981). By allowing the informants to 

speak, they are also helping to dispel the still present distorted images of Africa "as 

a static, timeless, and separated land" (Grinker &Steiner 2002: xix). I also wish to 

contribute to the work of the scholars who are aware that society in urban West 

Africa is "fragmented, multiethnic and multilingual" (Marie 1997: 9) and that it 

therefore allows for the possibility of individualisation (Bird and Kendall 1980, 

Lienhardt 1985, Jackson 1989, Riesman 1986, Jackson and Karp 1990, Fortes 1987, 

Marie 1997). Marie suggested that Sub-Saharan African had always been seen as the 

place par excellence where community needs override those of an individual and 

hence they "pose an obstacle for individualisation, that is, for their emergence as 

autonomous actors" (ibid: 7) . 
236 But as Marie acknowledges, numerous 

anthropologists have realised that while this may in part be true, there is also room 

in West Africa for what we may wish to call individualisation "a l'africaine" (ibid: 

8) which combines the constraints of community's demands on its members and the 

emerging processes of individualisation that appear in rapidly changing 

circumstances of everyday existence in urban West Africa. The individuals 

presented in this chapter are each in her or his own way the perfect examples of this 

`African-style' individualisation. 
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It may seem strange at first that in the last ethnographic chapter of the thesis 

I move from the food aspects of the activities of the everyday life to the question of 

fate and religion. Yet, following Yamba (1992), I would argue that just as much as 

the past is important for our understanding of the present, the future and people's 

conceptualisation of it is equally, if not more, important for our understanding of 

their actions in the present. Considering this, this chapter is the ethnographic 

culmination of all that has been said before, since it provides us with an insight into 

people's ideas of the future, which in a way are a glossary that facilitates the 

understanding of their present being-in-the-world. Yet, as well as being a glossary, 

this chapter is a realisation of the concepts that were explored earlier in the thesis. 

We learn how the discussed topics come to life within one individual and by 

comparing three individuals we can compare the similarities and the differences of 

this realisation. 

Islam in Bobo-Dioulasso 

As I have already explained in the introductory chapter, with more than two thirds of 

the population following Islam, Bobo is a visibly Muslim town. The Christian 

population lives mostly in the newer parts of town, although there is also a large 

cathedral in the centre of Bobo. Unlike in some other parts of West Africa, 237 in 

Bobo, as in the rest of Burkina, people of different religious beliefs live and work 

side by side in the town. There are parts of town where most of the population is 

Christian and parts where there are more Muslim households, but generally the 

town's population is very mixed and Muslim and Christian neighbours live 

peacefully next door to each other. On the same street you can see a mosque and a 

food stall selling roast pork. And Christian neighbours attend Muslim wedding 

ceremonies and vice versa. While Islam was not the main focus of my research, 238 

the fact was that my host family was Muslim and it was therefore clear from the 

beginning of my fieldwork that I was not going to be able to stay completely away 

from the subject of religion. 

236 My translation. 

237 This is a reference particularly to the northern Nigerian situation, where there are frequent clashes 
between Muslim and Christian population. 
238 There are many excellent studies of Islam in West Africa. For more detailed overview, see Sanneh 
1997, Brenner 2000, Robinson and Triaud 1997, Levtzion and Fisher 1987, Dilley 2004. 
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The majority of Bobo's Muslim's belongs to the Sunni branch of Islam, 

while there are some minor groups that are adhering to Shi'a, Tidjania and 

Wahhabite239 branches. During my time in the field it was particularly the 

Wahhabite branches that were growing in numbers. Wahhabites are associated with 

`Saudi reformism' and the women whose husbands follow Wahhabiya have to dress 

in a very conservative way, with a black robe that covers them head to toe and may 

not be seen without it by any man other then their husband, father or brothers 

(LeBlanc 2000: 472-30). However, it needs to be recognised that while some 

Bobolese men are now associating themselves with Islamic reforms that originated 

in Saudi Arabia, many Bobolese, and other Burkinabe, adhere to Islamic beliefs in a 

rather nominal way. They practice what Roth called "l'Islam ä l'africaine" 

(1996: 44). While Islam is the religion that is being followed by the majority, the 

way of practising it is adapted to African practices of everyday and ceremonial life, 

and often traditions that may seem Muslim at first glance are in fact an 

amalgamation of Islam and traditional religious and cultural practices (ibid: 49). 

People generally adhere to the rules of the Koran, but since the majority do not 

speak (or read) Arabic, the interpretation is left mostly to the Imams and partly to 

the people themselves. The strong presence of traditional indigenous African 

religious practices also influences the practices of Islam. 

How to recognise a true believer, or the mysterious ways of being-in-the-field 

Very soon after I arrived to Burkina to do my fieldwork the holy month of Ramadan 

began. Considering that the initial topic of my research was food and the month of 
Ramadan consist of fasting from dawn to dusk, it was impossible to go through the 

day without at least one interaction during which the fasting was mentioned. It 

usually occurred after I had committed some sort of a faux pas regarding the fasting 

rules. By then I was well instructed in the African ways of offering food and drink to 

people in whose company I found myself during the meal/drink time. I was also 

becoming quite good at insisting, if people turned down the invitation at the first 

instance. I often had to be told that it was because of Ramadan that they could not 

accept my offer. As I mentioned at the beginning, Burkina Faso is a religiously 

239 Wahhabis are a sect that is "dominant in Saudi Arabia and Qatar, and in the beginning of the 19`h 
century it gained foothold in India, Africa an elsewhere" (Glass&: 469). 
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mixed country and in my daily interaction I encountered Christians, Muslims and 

practitioners of traditional African religions (the latter I encountered quite rarely, as 

most of them reside in rural areas of Burkina Faso), and often, especially in official 

situations, 240 one cannot tell what is the religion of the person one is talking to. And 

because the same word is used for God and Allah, 241 one cannot count on the 

religious exclamations and references in casual conversations to be of much help, 

unless they are really particular, in which case the Muslims would be using Arab 

words and the Christians would refer to Jesus. What caused confusion and 

misunderstanding on my part was not only the fact that not everyone I encountered 

was Muslim but the fact the many of Muslims I met during the month of Ramadan 

in certain situations did not decline my food offerings. This was often the case when 

we would be sitting out of the public eye, and there were no witnesses present. On 

such occasions some men and women would eat or drink with me, despite the fact 

that is was too early in the day to break the fast. These occasions made me realise 

that there is not one single way of practising Islam among the Burkinabe. People try 

and get by in the best possible way, and often with what I understood as the least 

possible effort. 

One of the things I initially found disturbing about West Africa and West 

Africans was related to people's attitude to religion. It was January 1998 and I went 

for a day trip to the campus of Legon University, just outside the Ghanean capital 

Accra. The first thing that struck me were the posters that I kept noticing all over the 

campus grounds, which were inviting people to join in with the pre-exam prayers. 

The invitations to prayers read something along the following lines: `Help the Lord 

help you with your future, join us in the pre-exam prayers at the Church of such and 

such. ' I remember thinking that this was the sure sign of why things do not work in 

Africa, the fact that people put their faith into the hands of God, instead of studying 

hard for their exams. 242 Having been brought up in an atheist family, where the main 

motto was that one forges one's future through hard work and perseverance, I could 

240 Burkina is a secular state and in government offices and in many businesses and shops people 
dress in more Western fashion, and it is difficult for a stranger to establish people's religion based on 
their outfit. Once more familiar with African fashion and religious paraphernalia, one can often 
recognise these things from the outfit an individual is wearing. See also LeBlanc 2000. 
241 A Jula word `Ala' is used by both Christians and Muslims. 
242 Fortes writes that "a belief in a principle usually glossed as Fate or Destiny is [... ] a prominent 
feature in many West African religious systems" (1987: 145). He goes on to suggest that people then 
attempt to deal with the "vicissitudes of everyday life" by performing certain rituals"(ibid). It could 
possibly be argued that praying before exams is such a ritual, which may lessen the blow of Fate. 
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not relate to what seemed to me as blind faith in divine intervention. Later on in my 

trip I met a German professor, who had been researching and teaching West African 

literature for the past 25 years and during one of our discussions about my plans for 

future research in Africa, he said: `Unless you are a believer yourself, you will never 

be able to understand Africans. You cannot judge their experience, unless you 

yourself have some sort of belief into a higher power, even if you are doubtful of its 

omnipotence. ' While what he said, in a way, was not much different from the never 

ending fears of subjectivity and representation in anthropological research and 

writing, his words had stayed with me ever since, but they have not deterred me 

from doing research in West Africa. 243 Throughout my fieldwork in Burkina Faso I 

continued to struggle with the understanding of the fact that most of my informants 

seem to have total faith in the power of God and seemed to act in a way that for me 

seemed like the opposite of any form of good sense. In the beginning whenever the 

question of religion came up, I saw it as the ultimate proof of a lack of individual 

motivation, as a proof of general laziness and lack of agency. While I still believe 

that I shall never understand what it feels like to put one's faith into the hands of 

God, I think that I have found a solution, a formula that will help me understand the 

thinking behind the faith in God. All the African people I had spoken to over the 

seven years since I first went to Africa, and who came to me, telling me that they 

pray to God to give them success, wealth etc., had one thing in common. They 

aspired to be happy and satisfied with their lives. They wanted to achieve success in 

life. While the notions of happiness and success may vary, this motivation crosses 

local faiths and could be considered as almost universal. Following from that this 

chapter is about three people who dream about a better future for themselves, their 

children and their children's children. It is also about what their individual dreams of 

`happiness' entail. I argue that having dreams is a overarching human condition, but 

what differs from person to person, from one society to another, are our concept of 

success and the ways we go about achieving these dreams, the ways we think the 

dreams will come true. 

243 I am reminded here of Evans-Pritchard's Introduction to the Theories of Primitive Religion. While 
reminding the reader that many of his great predecessors were agnostics or atheists, he argued that he 
did not wish to "imply that the anthropologist has to have a religion of his own" in order to be able to 
study "primitive religions" (1965: 17). 
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The people I speak about in this chapter were all born to Muslim parents and 
brought up in the Muslim tradition, 244 yet they have very different ways of 
interpreting the role of religion in their daily life. They have different, sometimes 

even conflicting ways of practising and thinking about Islam. They come from 

different backgrounds, have achieved a different level of education and had different 

breaks in life, yet what they have in common is that none of the three has given up 
hopes for a better future. Yet they look for the solutions in different ways. 

There seems to be the overarching idea among the people of Burkina that one 

can never succeed on one's own. There is always an outside force (either in form of 

a fellow human being or God) involved and without that push, it is believed that one 

cannot move forwards and upwards. 245 When the help comes from a person the 

Burkinabe speak of the jigi or a benefactor, who gives them hope and help. In Jula 

the verb ka jigi literally means to lift, to give hope and is also the root of the word 
'hope' - jigiya. This is a person who provides a solution to your problems, by giving 

you money or offering you a great job and it is a random act of kindness, with no 

strings attached, so it cannot be explained along the patron-client idea, because it 

does not put constraints on the recipient. The concept is wide spread in the Mande 

world and Michael Jackson writes the following about his Kuranko friend and 
informant: "Noah saw me as a mentor (yugi) - someone in whom he `placed his 

hope, ' who could teach him to drive a vehicle, pay his way, rescue him from 

hardship, and ultimately help him to travel abroad" (1998: 100). This idea of finding 

a benefactor has been evoked by many of my informants and should become clearer 

through the ethnographies that now follow. 

The private hopes and public practices of Burkinabe individuals 

Fati (Koroba) Bationo 

Fati Koroba is the wife of the oldest son in my host family. I briefly introduced her 

in the section about the main characters in my ethnography in Chapter One. Here I 

shall provide you with a more detailed look into who she is, what she does and what 

Z" This is not to say that the Christian population in Burkina does not have hopes of happiness and 
success, but that my data on this subject is mostly limited to Muslim populations. 
245 For similar beliefs among other West African peoples, see Fortes 1987. 
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she hopes to achieve in life. 246 Fati is 42 years old and was born in Bobo-Dioulasso. 

Her family compound is only a street away from the compound she married into. 

Until about the age of 14 Fati was a diligent student in the local school, but then she 

became interested in boys and lost interest in school. She started going out and soon 

found herself pregnant with a child. Her boyfriend, Amadou Bationo (whose 

narrative follows this one), who at that time was 17 years old, did not want to 

recognise the paternity of the child and Fati had to live, with her child, out of 

wedlock in her parents compound. She could no longer attend school because she 

had to take care of her child. Amadou recognised the paternity of his son only after 

his father, who had once on a public occasion picked up Fati's baby, and in the clear 

view of everyone present, called him `my grandson', forced him to do so. After that 

Fati and Amadou married in both a traditional and civil ceremony. While Fati's path 

towards marriage was not an easy one, she has now become an important and 

respected member of her husband's family. She has given birth to four children (all 

boys), but the second one died before he reached the age of one. 

When I first moved into the Bationo compound in 2001 Fati was working at 

the local train station where she sold the passenger and cargo tickets and she earned 

about 80 pounds a month, which is about three times the national minimum wage, 

but still not a lot of money. The benefit of her job was seen in all the home gifts that 

the people travelling on the Bobo-Abidjan train gave her. She often came home with 

the gifts she had received at work; bags of fresh avocado, plantain bananas, 

pineapples and attieke247 and other types of produce that traders brought from Cote 

d'Ivoire. She would jokingly refer to this as `la corruption', but she certainly did not 

feel any guilt about taking those things, nor about possibly charging these gift-givers 

less in return, when they came to pay for their next train ticket. Because of this free 

extra food, she often prepared a separate meal in the evenings and distributed it 

among the people of the compound248 and also gave food gifts to relatives in other 

compounds. By giving food gifts she was maintaining the circle of exchange with 

relatives and family friends, which gave her both a reputation as a generous woman 

who respects local tradition, and also allowed her to count on gifts coming her way 

246 The three narratives/biographies that follow are based on conversations, discussions and informal 
interviews with the three individuals. Only interviews with Bintou Wattara were taped with a tape 
recorder, the others were either written down during the conversations or shortly after. 
247 Couscous type food made of cassava. 
248 As I have already argued in Chapter Two, the portion depends both on the quantity of the food 

prepared and on the importance of the individual. 

192 



during the times of hardship. 249 In November 2002, during the riots and subsequent 

outbreak of a civil war in Ivory Coast the Bobo-Abidjan train was suspended and all 

the employees were told to wait until the train line resumed. 250 This meant a 

substantial financial loss for Fati Koroba and the whole of her husband's family 

because, as I suggested above, they too benefited from the food gifts she received. 

But she soon found another job working in a bakery of her husband's wealthy and 

successful cousin, after whom her younger son was named and with whom she had 

been dutifully maintaining a relationship of respect that is due to husband's relatives. 
This job was much less glamorous than her previous one, working hours were longer 

and less flexible and the pay was about one fourth of her previous salary. She would 

spend most of the day and night at the bakery, trying to manage what seemed a 

pathetic business, with incompetent bakers, working with old and run down ovens, 

trying to sell bread in a part of town that was already overrun with bakeries. 251 She 

often came home late at night, exhausted, bringing with her bread from the bakery. 

She had been hoping that the civil unrest in Ivory Coast would end soon, so that she 

could take up her old job again. According to the news from Burkina Faso it seems 

that her wish came true as the Burkinabe-Ivorian border had opened in October 2003 

and the train line has resumed. 
Fati considers herself to be a devout Muslim and she makes sure she 

performs her five daily prayers. She wears a scarf on her head all the time, which is 

something all respectable married women should do and when she goes out she 

often wears a veil as well, although this is mostly the practice of elderly women. Yet 

her way of practising Islam could be seen as rather unconventional by some people. 

In the evening, when it is time for the last prayer of the day, she brings her prayer 

mat to the veranda where the TV is playing and she prays while keeping an eye on 

the program. Whenever I questioned her praying technique, saying that she was 

more interested in the characters of the telenovelas than Allah, she would argue that 

249 Such gift giving is constantly taking place all over Africa, and according to Olivier de Sardan it is 
the sheer multiplicity "of 'gifts' in everyday practice that allows illicit gifts to be submerged into the 
mass" (1999: 256), which is why then Fati K. (like many other Africans) can accept the gifts of her 
customers without fearing sanctions. 
250 Political crisis in Cöte d'Ivoire had a serious effect on Burkina and its economy, as almost 2 
million Burkinabes lived and worked there and many of them fled the country because of the rising 
xenophobia and attacks on migrant workers. 
251 In Bobo as in rest of Burkina Faso, it is common for people to set up a business without really 
checking out the competition and possibilities of gaining clients before doing so. This results in many 
failing businesses all over the country, as they are all attempting to sell the same goods to the same 
people. 
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she was not at all distracted by the TV. Her sisters-in-law sometimes made fun of 

her, because she prayed in front of the TV set, but she usually ignored those 

comments. Despite what may seem as a rather curious way of praying, she, along 

with Mama (her mother-in-law), is probably the person who is most faithful believer 

within my host family. 252 And she is also very much respected by the younger adults 

and teenage children in the family, who will always accept criticism and punishment 

from her, saying that while she may be strict she is also fair and honest, unlike her 

sisters-in-law, Mamou and Fati F. 

Fati K. regularly fasts during the month of Ramadan (compared to many 

other adults in the family, who are practising Muslim, but for various reasons do not 

follow the fasting rule253) and she firmly believes in the idea that prayer is necessary 

to assure Allah's blessing for oneself and one's family. When asked about why she 

prays she told me she needed to pray in order to go to Heaven, because as she said 

`Those who do not pray are not going to reach tomorrow' (0 tina sini soro), and 

also because she wished her children would succeed in life. It is a widespread belief 

around West Africa that a man's good fortune in life depends on what his mother 

does. Michael Jackson refers to this belief among the Kuranko as a "blessing that 

comes to a person through his mother" (2003: 4). Jackson continues: "If she fails in 

her duty by being lazy, unfaithful, or disobedient, the path along which the 

patrilineal blessings flow will become blocked, and her children will be cursed" 

(ibid). Fati Koroba spoke about this in the terms of being an obedient wife and a 

practising Muslim. She said that if a man succeeds in life, people say that it is 

because his mother was an obedient wife and daughter-in-law. Of course, the child's 

relationship with his/her mother is not a one way thing. Children also need to make 

sure that they respect their mother as there are bound into a relationship of 

badenya, 254 which refers to the relationship with the group. Badenya is a key 

concept in Mande world and it is related to the community values and a sense of 

maintaining harmony (Brand 2001: 29.133-4). 255 According to Bird and Kendall "it 

is associated with centripetal forces of society: submission to authority, stability, 

252 I base this observation on general comments that the younger generation made in the compound 
regarding the adult women who pray regularly and also on comments by people outside my 
compound on what `being a proper Muslim' consists of. 
253 A person suffering from health problems is excused from fasting. Both Fati Fitinin and Mamou 

claim that they do not fast due to ill health. 
254 This noun is a composite of a Jula word ba (or bamuso) for mother and deen (child). The -ya is a 
noun suffix. 
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cooperation, those qualities that pull the individual back into the social mass" 
(1980: 15). In African fiction, one can often find examples of a character who 

insulted her/his mother, who died before they asked for forgiveness, which resulted 

in a curse being put on the individual, who was guaranteed failure and misery for the 

rest of their life (Kourouma 2004a: 11). Ahmadou Kourouma, who often draws on 

the Mande traditions in his novels about Ivory Coast and the rest of West Africa, 

wrote: "[... ] how important it is to respect one's mother. African tradition holds that 

the respect due to the mother is greater than that due to the father. The physical 

prowess of a child he owes to his father, his moral prowess to his mother. [... ] The 

Negro tradition proposes that all the sorrows which a mother chooses to accept in 

her marriage are transformed into vital energy, into values, into success for her son. 

The son of a rich man is not himself necessarily rich, the son of a man of exceptional 

wisdom may be a fool. But a son always becomes what his mother is, possesses 

what she possesses" (2004b: 37). 

I believe that one of the many things that make Fati Koroba an interesting 

person to study is the fact that she works to support her husband and his family, 

despite the fact that `traditionally' a Burkinabe woman would stay at home and the 

husband would work and provide for the family. 256 Despite the fact that she 

exercises financial power over her husband (she owns a motorbike, which she lends 

to him and gives him money for petrol and his other expenses; she buys him 

clothes), she believes that it is the man who is always right and he should have the 

final word in an argument between him and his wife. Once when she tried to 

persuade me to forgive `a wrong' that a man had done to me, she said that in an 

argument it is the woman who is wrong and must ask for forgiveness from her 

husband or boyfriend (Muso ti cen soro a cefe. Muso lo bi ce dani257). She said she 

always asked Amadou for forgiveness, no matter what the argument was about. In 

this way she conforms to the traditional hierarchy that places a woman below her 

husband. 

Fati's hopes for the future are focused on two main things. Her first concern 
is the success of her children, which is why her middle child has recently been sent 

255 For more on this important concept see Brand 2001, Roth 2003, Traore 1981, Cisse 1973. 
256 Though, as I have mentioned before, this tradition is no longer the norm and there are many 
female heads of households, both in Bobo and in the rest of West Africa. 
257 Jula for 'A woman will not be right in front of her husband. A woman must ask for forgiveness 
from the husband'. 
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to a boarding school run by Catholic priests. This is considered to be one of the best 

schools in the region and while she is worried that the boy may forget about his 

religion, she seems to think that it is a sacrifice worth making, in order for him to 

achieve a good education. Her second concern is whether she will be able to `reach 

tomorrow' (ka sini soro - to go to heaven), which is why she is behaving in what she 

considers to be the obedient and god-fearing way. She is trying to balance between 

this worldly and otherworldly futurity and has developed diverse strategies for 

achieving it. This is how her notion of the future is influencing her present actions. 

She never spoke to me about any other aspiration. She is probably the most 
financially sound out of the three people that I am speaking about in this chapter. 

Her sister is married to a Frenchman and is living in Europe, so Fati's mother gets 

medical treatment in France. Yet they have many more relatives living in Burkina 

and Fati often sends money to the children of her deceased brother. For herself, she 

has found a sort of a benefactor in her husband's wealthy cousin, the man who, 

among many other businesses, owns also the bakery in which Fati worked until 

recently. This man invited her to join a special association of Muslims of Burkina 

Faso. This group is part of a larger Wahhabiya movement and as I have already 

explained at the beginning of the chapter, the people of Bobo call them Les 

Wahhabi. While many women in Bobo dislike the Wahhabi, because it is usually a 

man who decides that his women should start covering up when they leave the house 

in order to cast a good light on him, Fati believes that being part of this group is a 

sign of success. This is probably because she was invited to join the movement by a 

wealthy relative. Despite her very strong and positive beliefs about Islam, she never 

criticised her husband, who does not practice Islam. Even if this is something she 

worries about, she fulfils her role of an obedient wife, who is never right when it 

comes to an argument with her husband. 

In many ways Fati Koroba is the most independent one of the three, because 

she has a job that pays relatively well compared to that of the average Burkinabe. 

Yet her independence is only a potential one, one she chooses not to explore fully. 

In her statements about her beliefs she reaffirms all that is understood by the 

Bobolese people as `traditional beliefs. '258 During our conversations she often said 
`this is the African way, this is what we Africans do' in order to give a possible 
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reason or excuse for a practice that I may have found difficult to understand. She 

maintains the appearance of an obedient Muslim wife, who is now becoming even 

more pious in her ways, but at home her husband does not pray, he eats pork and 

does not work. However, his life is not her responsibility. It is his mother who is 

responsible for his success. 

Amadou Bationo 

Amadou is the oldest son of the Bationo family and is married to Fati Koroba. They 

have three sons, the oldest one lives in the capital with Fati Koroba's brother and has 

a job in the same company as his uncle. The two younger boys, aged 12 and 5, until 

recently lived with them in the compound. A short while ago the 12 year old started 

high school and was sent to a boarding school run by Catholic priests in a town 40 

km outside Bobo. 

Amadou has a university degree in law, but has never held a proper job. He 

reached the age of forty during my stay with the family. People in the compound say 

about him that he was `decourage'259 when he first started looking for work after 

graduating from University and that is why it seems acceptable for him to sit in a 

plastic chair in front of his house all day long and do absolutely nothing. It seems 

that his `decouragement' is a well-known fact and is accepted as a valid reason for 

his inactivity, in a sense that he tried, but failed despite his best attempts. According 

to Amadou, and also according to other people in the compound, he made several 

attempts at getting a job, but never managed to get past the internship stage. 

During the first year of my fieldwork Amadou had a membership at the 

French cultural centre and he would borrow books and sit in his chair reading them. 

He also read old newspapers and seemed to be making notes about what he read. He 

would sometimes ask my opinion about the current news regarding the rest of the 

world and we would discuss books we had read. When visitors from abroad brought 

me magazines and newspapers, I passed them on to him. His friends from the 

neighbourhood would come round and read these newspapers and magazines in the 

compound. Towards the end of my fieldwork he spent more and more time sleeping 

258 Tradition and modernity are referred to by the French terms !a tradition and la modernite in the 
locally spoken form of Jula. Le Blanc refers to the same practice in the Jula spoken in the North of 
Cöte D'Ivoire (2000: 469). 
259 Discouraged (French). 
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during the day and I rarely saw him read. 26° He just sat on his chair and stared into 

space. The rest of the time he spent by sometimes going for a walk, what he called 

his `hundred steps' around the block. 

While Amadou often told me about his business ideas for which he lacked 

financing, he never once asked me for money. We went to a jazz concert at the 

French cultural centre together once or twice and I remember paying for his ticket 

once. He paid for me another time. This was probably the money he got from his 

wife. He often asked his wife or his mother261 for money and his oldest son also sent 

him money from time to time. Once he received 5000 CFA262 from his son and he 

went out in the evening with his wife's motorbike. He came back about an hour later 

and I had asked him whether he had spent it all. He told me that the police stopped 

him and as he did not have any documents for the motorbike with him he had to pay 

a fine of 5000 CFA. 263 He was `decourage' yet again. 

In his attitude to Islam Amadou is very different both to his wife and Bintou 

(of whom more later). His `decouragement' is not about not-having the strength to 

pray, but about questioning the existence of God and loss of faith in the institution of 

Islam. When we discussed why he did not pray, he told me about his childhood and 

the way he was brought up in the Muslim tradition and what the reasons were for 

him losing faith. From the age of 9 he was attending Koranic school (twice a week) 

with a `maitre coranique, ' a religious teacher, who was living in the compound 

opposite theirs. Amadou was scared of the teacher, because he would threaten the 

children, but he did not have any respect for him. He found that the only purpose of 

the Koranic education was the exercise of memory as one had to blindly memorise 

as many suras as possible. At the age of eleven he started skipping classes and 

eventually stopped going altogether. While his father, a headmaster of a local 

primary secular school, who was never really adamant about the children getting. 

religious education, acquiesced to this, his mother tried to force him to continue with 

Koranic classes, but to no avail. At that stage he still went to the mosque with his 

260 His wife suggested that perhaps his membership to the French library expired and she said she did 

not have money to renew it. 
Z6' Roth calls this "inter-generations contract in reverse" since it is the parents that look after their 
adult children instead of the converse. Roth, however, suggests that this help is restricted to food and 
lodging and not money (2003: 3). 
262 This amount, the equivalent of 5 pounds, was a lot of money for Amadou who has to ask his wife 
or mother for every penny for his cigarettes. Minimum wage in Burkina is 30 pounds a month. 
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father on major religious holidays, such as the end of Ramadan and the Tabaski, 264 

the two main Muslim celebrations. When he was seventeen, he fathered a child with 
Fati Koroba, but he refused to acknowledge the paternity. It was only a few years 

later upon his father's insistence, that Amadou accepted the responsibility and 

married his girlfriend. Because he was the firstborn son of the family, he had the 

privilege of a full education and after baccalaureate he was sent to the capital to 

study law at university. He described the time at university as a difficult one, 
because none of the family relatives who live in the capital offered to lodge him, so 
he was forced to rent a room and pay for food with the money his parents sent him. 

He argued that his parents had been much more generous with relatives who came to 

live in Bobo than their Ouagalese relatives had. 265 It was at university that he finally 

severed all his ties with Islam. 

After graduating as one of the best students of his year, he held several 

internships with various law firms, but never managed to secure a job. 266 He claims 

that the reason for that lay mostly either in nepotism or political alliances of his 

competitors. He had spent short periods of time teaching at local colleges, but due to 

the extremely bad economy in Burkina, most of the time ended working for free. 

These days he just sits on his plastic chair and either reads, listens to Radio France 

International, or simply stares into space. Sometimes in the afternoons he sits 

outside the little corner shop and talks to his other unemployed friends. 

Amadou is clearly in a difficult position because of his lack of employment 

and the traditional demands do not help in easing the situation. He is a man, a first- 

born child, and should as such, according to Burkinabe tradition, be the provider for 

his family. Not only is he the one who should inherit his father's house, but he also 

inherits the responsibility for his mother, his unmarried siblings and his own wife 

and children. Yet in his situation, being unemployed, he is incapable of even 

providing for himself, which puts him in a very uncomfortable position. He 

263 Police fines are a part of a larger "corruption complex" (Olivier de Sardan 1999: 246), as people 
are able to negotiate the fine with the policeman on the spot, if they agree that they do not need a 
written receipt of the payment. 
264 L'Alfd-el-Kebir. 
265 I had not managed to discover the reason for the in-hospitable behaviour of Amadou's relatives, 
but most probably it was a financial one, despite the fact that Amadou would probably argue that they 
were no poorer than his parents. 
266 Internships are often an excuse for a firm to get unpaid workers to do the job for them. Under the 
regulation that a person needs to do `un stage, ' and internship, before they can be considered for 
actual employment, companies exploit young graduate for many months, before letting them go 
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nevertheless gets the respect that is due to an adult man. He can send children and 

younger siblings to run errands for him and when the daily meal is being distributed 

he gets the larger chunks of meat. Despite all this the everyday interaction of the 

people in the compound indicates that it is the women who hold the fort together and 

who make the financial decisions. 

I believe that Amadou's problem lies partly in the fact that he is a dreamer, 

not a doer. Whenever he told me about his plans, they were dreams of starting some 

sort of business for which he needed starting capital, which he did not have. He said 

that he had once asked his wife to give him fifty pounds to start a business of selling 

second hand clothes that come from Europe, but she refused on grounds that she did 

not have that kind of money. 

Out of the three individuals, Amadou is the only one who had given the idea 

of religion serious thought in the sense that he tried to understand its purpose and 

meaning and had questioned the actions of religious leaders of the Bobolese Muslim 

community. He is disappointed in the lack of charitable actions towards him and his 

immediate family. He believes that his wealthier cousins, who present themselves as 

pious Muslims, should make more of an effort in lending them a helping hand. He 

claims that one cannot be a good believer in Africa today. It is money that has 

become the essential value for everyone and the behaviour of the religious leaders, 

the imams, reflects this fact. According to Amadou, their behaviour fails to set a 

good example for the average person and that makes for negative influence. `When a 

poor man dies in the neighbourhood, the imams do not come to say their blessings. 

But if the deceased was a rich man, they will all come, even if he never once went to 

the mosque. ' Amadou often made statements of this nature during our 

conversations. 267 Despite losing faith in Islam and doubting the existence of a God 

altogether, Amadou aspires to a better future the same or similar way to Bintou and 

Fati Koroba. The only difference is that he does not pray to God to achieve a 

blessing. He told me: `For me what is left is not to pray to God, but to find the man 

who will open the door for me'. He also says that `everything that happens to people 

is a result of their own doing, it is not God who brings us misery or happiness'. Yet 

despite all this he puts his future into the hands of an invisible, so far an unknown 

individual who could lend him a helping hand. And amazingly his faith in a 

without a penny. When I first met Amadou's sister Fati F., she was a 'stagarre' at an Internet cafe. 
She was there for more than 8 months without pay, until she got a proper job with another company. 
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miraculous appearance of this person does not diminish with time. What intrigues 

me is that this educated man, who seems to look at his surroundings in a critical way 

and questions most things around him, does not see that if there is no such thing as 

divine intervention, that sitting on a plastic chair in front of his house will not bring 

deliverance. In his ways, he is much like his wife, who prays to God to secure a 

good future for her children and like Bintou, who would like a benefactor to buy her 

a moped and a mobile phone and with that change the course of her so far rather 

miserable life, and whose story follows now. 

Bintou Wattara 

I first met Bintou six months after my arrival to the field. A Jula man, whom I asked 

for help in finding an appropriate person to become my research assistant and 

interpreter introduced me to his cousin Bintou, who was making a small living 

importing and selling fabric and women's fashion accessories from Bamako in Mali. 

Bintou and I became friends and the time we spent together also helped me to 

understand the constraints that Muslim society in Burkina Faso puts on a single 

mother. Bintou's words and actions provided me with information on how a person 

in her situation may choose to act when it comes to religious beliefs. 

Bintou is a first child of the second wife of a Muslim man. When she was 

born, her father already had a few children with his first wife. Because of a dispute 

between Bintou's mother and her co-wife, Bintou spent her early childhood living 

with her grand parents in a village in the Lobi part of Burkina. 268 She remembers 

that her time in the village was a pleasant one, because she was her grandmother's 

favourite and did not have to do any work and her grandmother carried her on her 

back until the age of eight. 269 It was at the age of 7 that she realised that her 

grandmother was not her real mother and she got to know her biological mother and 

moved back to Bobo-Dioulasso to live with her. 

Once in Bobo, she frequented a primary school and during lunchtime breaks 

(which last from noon till 3 PM) she helped her mother with a small business of 

selling orange juice and cold water at the main market. She remembers her time 

267 He was not alone in holding this opinion among the younger adult men in town. 
268 Le pays Lobi, as the area is known, is situated in the south west of the country, on the border with 
Ghana and Ivory Coast. 
269 Normally, children are carried on one's back until the age of four or five (but only long distances, 
or when travelling, otherwise they stop being carried at about 3 years of age). 
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working with her mother as a good period of her life, when her mother always gave 

her money to buy her morning snack at school and she felt that by helping her 

mother in the market, she was repaying her for taking such good care of her. 

In 1978 she received her certificate of primary education and continued her 

studies at a local secondary school. At the end of la quatrieme (5 years before the 

baccalaureate, the equivalent of third year of high school), she was faced with 

repeating the year, based on bad results, and her father took the advice of an 

acquaintance who suggested that she should quit high school and take a college 

course in typing and stenography. 

It was in the second year of attending the school for secretaries that she met a 

soldier serving at the Military camp in Bobo. The man's best friend was going out 

with one of Bintou's friends and she introduced them. After a few months of 

unsuccessful courtship she finally agreed to go out with him and they started a 

relationship. This was in 1983, when she was 17 years old. She described him as 

being kind and loving. This meant that he brought her gifts and that he always paid 
for her when they went out. `I never spent a penny on him, ' she told me proudly, 

which for a Burkinabe woman is a sign that a man really cares about her. 

But there was one crucial problem with her boyfriend and that was the fact 

that he was a Christian. As I had already discussed in Chapter Three, while couples 

of different religious backgrounds can marry each other, it is usually the woman 

who is Christian and the man Muslim and it is expected that the woman will convert 

to her husband's religion. The situation became even more complicated when, in the 

second half of 1983, Bintou realised that she was pregnant. She had noticed changes 

in her body, but because her mother never explained the facts of life to her, it was 

only after an older women from the family told her that her morning sickness was 

probably the sign of being pregnant, that she realised the seriousness of her 

situation. She hid this fact from everyone, including her boyfriend. In the moment of 

desperation she decided she should terminate the pregnancy. She had heard that 

women could induce abortion by swallowing glass powder. 270 Just as she was about 

to swallow the glass which she pounded in the mortar, a friend of her boyfriend's 

walked into her yard and as he asked her what she was up to, she broke down in 

270 This is a well spread practice among Burkinabe women and the reason for severe health 
complications and often ends with the death of the woman. Abortion is illegal in Burkina. 
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tears and told him the truth. He contacted her boyfriend, who said he was happy to 

take care of Bintou and the child. 

This is where the religion came and complicated matters. Because the man 

was a Christian and she was a Muslim, Bintou's father opposed the marriage and 

resented both Bintou and her mother to the point of not speaking to Bintou for six 

years. According to Bintou a Muslim father will often blame his wife for not 

protecting the honour of his daughters and therefore of his family. This, of course, 
links to the previously discussed issue of a responsibility that the mother has for her 

children's successes and failures. 

When Bintou gave birth to her first child, a daughter, her boyfriend was 

visibly disappointed, as he was hoping for a son. 271 Her main problem on the other 

hand was the fact that her child could not have her religion and she said that she 

tried to forget the day of the deenkuli, which is normally the day the child would 

receive her Muslim name in a ceremony, which includes shaving the infant's hair. 

Bintou continued to live at home (which according to Bintou and others is normal 

way for an unmarried mother/woman to behave) and it was her mother who looked 

after her child most of the time as Bintou continued to go out with her friends, as if 

nothing had changed. The baby was given a Christian name and was not circumcised 

nor did she undergo a Muslim naming ceremony. Her father continued to oppose the 

idea of a wedding, but Bintou continued seeing her boyfriend (he would send her 15 

pounds every month and his employer (the government) paid for her and the child's 

medical expenses272) and they had another child, again a daughter, 4 years later. 

Soon after the birth of the second child Bintou's boyfriend started drinking and 

became both verbally and physically abusive towards her. He had also fathered a 

child with another woman, but he claimed that he had no intention of marrying her, 

that it was Bintou he loved. 

When I asked Bintou whether she ever considered eloping, before the man 
became abusive, she said that she knew that if something had gone wrong with the 

relationship, then this would have mean that she would have nowhere to go, as 

eloping would mean severing the ties with her natal family for ever. Her parents is 

very important to Bintou, who despite the fact that she finds the opposition to mixed 

marriages as a sign of hypocrisy (as she put it: `If my partner was a rich white man, 

271 It is however not clear that giving birth to a son would have at all simplified Bintou's situation. 
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no one would even blink'), believes that if she does not pray and behave as a 

respectable Muslim woman, this will reflect badly on her parents. She is worried 

about her parents' future, which is the reason why she feels she needs to pretend that 

she is practising Muslim. If the future was of no importance, or if there was no 

future, the present would not matter. 

But despite this Bintou does not pray. She tells me that she lacks the courage 

to pray. When I tried to understand what she meant by this, she told me the 

following: `I believe that one should be happy in order to practice religion, because 

if you go into a prayer full of expectations, then it will not work. And if you wish to 

pray properly, you need to do the early morning prayer. Yet I am up all night, 

tossing and turning, thinking about all my problems, I only fall asleep towards the 

dawn, so I do not have the strength to get up and pray. And once you missed the 

morning prayer, it is all wasted. And that is what discourages me. ' 

She claims that she is also put off by the conditions in which she lives. Islam 

has strict rules about the cleanliness of the water with which one performs the 

ablutions and of the prayer mat. Because Bintou lives in a two room house, shared 

by her maternal aunt and her children, she says that the water basin is often dirty and 

so is the prayer mat, which is also used as a bed by the children, who urinate in their 

sleep. She often said that if she had a place of her own that she could keep clean, it 

would be an incentive to pray. Yet the idea of her moving away to a new place on 

her own contradicts her statement that a woman does not leave her parents' house 

until after the wedding ceremony. 

Whether all this is just an excuse or not, I do not believe that it matters for 

the purpose of this discussion. What matters is the fact that she feels that she ought 

to pray, but she does not do it. And what is even more interesting is the fact that she 

would never admit in public that she does not pray. During the month of Ramadan, 

when everyone goes to the evening prayer at the mosque (normally it is only men 

and older women who pray at the mosque), she always attends the prayer. When her 

mother was preparing for a trip to Mecca in January 2002 and was living with 

Bintou in Bobo, they always prayed together in the morning. It is imperative for her 

that her parents do not know that she does not pray. She says that she wishes to gain 

the courage to pray before she dies, because if she happens to die before her parents, 

272 The military personnel and their immediate family have the right to medical treatment. Bintou 
often took advantage of this scheme to treat her younger brothers and sisters. 
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it would be a great shame to them, if the older men, who perform the prayers over 

the dead, refused to do so, based on the fact that she did not pray regularly. 

Even though she did not pray regularly, she often referred to God in her 

conversations with me. She would say, `I pray that you marry a rich man, and then 

you will be able to help me. ' Or she said she prays for a boyfriend to give her a 

mobile phone and a moped, which would help her with her business, which consists 

mainly of chasing money from people who have not paid for the goods she sold 

them. She is now 38 years old, which is no longer a young age for a Burkinabe 

woman, but she still hopes that she will find a husband who will take care of her. 

Her children live with their grandparents, one daughter with the paternal and the 

other with the maternal grandmother. Bintou sends them gifts every now and again, 
but she does not have enough money for them to be living with her. 

While she sometimes admits to being desperate and worried about her future, 

she still hopes to get a break in life. She is looking for ajigi (a benefactor) who will 

save her from her misery. This is a person who would give her money, without 

strings attached, which would allow her to set up a good business. I know that since 

she met me she has thought of me becoming her jigi, but she has never really put 

any direct pressure on me for money. 273 She always told off people who asked me 
for money, by telling them that I was just a student, and that there was no point in 

asking me for money. 274 While she is waiting for me to become rich, she continues 

to explore the possible venues that would allow her to find ajigi of a sort. It often 

turns out that the people pretending to be wealthy and on the outlook to help 

someone like her, were only looking to cheat her of the little money she had. But 

Bintou, despite all her decouragement, still continues to hope for a better life in the 
future. 

273 In the beginning of our relationship, when she assisted me in my fieldwork, by translating a few 
interviews I gave her money for that. Afterwards, when our relationship became that of friends and I 
ended up assisting her in chasing the people who owed her money, etc., I used to give her gifts of 
things and money, whenever the opportunity arose. This varied from giving her small amounts of 
money, from 1000 - 5000 FCFA, to buying her lunch or paying for a tailor to sew her an outfit. 

205 



Negotiating one's place between the traditional expectations and the constraints 

of the everyday reality 

I would like to draw attention to some connections between the information about 

Amadou, Bintou and Fati's lives and the issues discussed in the previous chapters. I 

will also show how many of the events in the lives of these three individuals 

represent struggle between the ideal and the real life. 

While Bintou, Amadou and Fati are of more or less the same age, their status 
in the society is not the same due to various factors. Amadou's position as an adult 

man is one of privilege despite the fact that he is not the family provider. His wife 
Fati has achieved a respected position in her husband's family through years of hard 

work, loyalty and through bearing three healthy male children. Bintou, who is a 

mother of two, is however not a married woman, which, as it has been already 
discussed, means that she has never really made a transition from a girl to a woman. 
She nevertheless demands respectful treatment from her younger siblings and her 

cousins with whom she shares her household. 

The difficulty of Amadou's position, a sort of a double bind situation, lies in 

the fact that while he may wish for independence from his wife's earnings and his 

mother's occasional pocket money, he cannot take just any job. His position of a 

university-educated man prevents him from doing jobs that are considered dirty or 

menial by his family or by any other important person in the immediate 

surroundings. It seems that he is overqualified for most of the available jobs. When I 

suggested to his wife that he could take up her bakery job after she returns to work 

at train station, she denied any possibility of that taking place. `He cannot do this 

job. It is too hard, the conditions are not good, the hours are terrible and it pays 

very little. ' Is it therefore better for him to be unemployed and `respectable' than to 

earn money that would help him gain some form of financial independence from his 

wife and family? Amadou's education is at this stage of his life more of a burden 

and a barrier to success than anything else. The problem is that Amadou is interested 

in projects that would launch him into the world of working people. But it is his 

family that seems to be satisfied with the situation as it is, as it allows the women of 

the family to rule the household, while maintaining a pretence situation in which an 

274 Since this chapter is not about the anthropologist, but about her informants I do not wish to 
address the issue of anthropologist asjigi here, although I believe that it is an interesting issue and a 
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outside force has put their older son/brother/husband in a no-hope situation. The 

question that one wishes to pose is whether the discourse of Amadou's wife is a true 

one, or is her piety and marital obedience just a cover for the fact that she is the 

dominant partner in this relationship? This question of the truthfulness of Fati K. 's 

discourse is difficult to establish. According to the people in the family, she is a 

pious Muslim, who even according to the young people in the family, is fair and 

honest. Bintou, on the other hand, claimed that a woman of that status, could not be 

faithful to her husband, and must sure be having an extramarital relationship in order 

to maintain her lifestyle. Based on my observations, both options are equally 

possible, and I would at this moment refrain from drawing any conclusions on this 

matter. 

Bintou is also involved in a game of keeping up appearances, but hers is 

related to pleasing her parents and protecting their image within the community. The 

fact that she had two daughters out of wedlock was a serious blow to her parents' 

reputation, but the traditional demand of not marrying out of one's religion was 

more important than the illegitimate children. Bintou's everyday practices are 

neither those of a family woman, nor a mother, since her children live with their 

grandparents. She is still a sunguru, but one that is old enough to have her younger 

siblings and cousins doing her chores for her. Yet, while she is free to wake up when 

she feels like it and can always expect her cousins to fetch the water and the 

firewood, she is not completely free to do as she pleases. She needs the outside 

world to believe that she is a practising Muslim, hence she has to pretend. 

Despite the fact their positions and roles are far from the set ways of the 

tradition, all three of them are in a way involved in an attempt to acting according to 

what is `right and wrong' in Bobo. It seems that this kind of compromise is what 

suits them best at this moment. And they are quietly waiting for some sort of a 

deliverance, may it be in a human or divine form. 

Waiting for ajigi 

The idea of a benefactor is not an unusual one and in the eyes of my informants one 

could convince oneself of its existence by simply looking around, as there are plenty 

of people whose success was granted to them via a generous act from a benefactor. 

common occurrence among the anthropologists working in underprivileged parts of the world. 
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It is therefore not unusual for these people to have these hopes, which I initially 

found silly and unattainable and as some sort of proof of a general laziness of the 

Burkinabe. But every time I expressed a doubt I was told of some person or other 

who was a recipient of an act of amazing generosity from an older sibling, a 

boyfriend or a wealthy friend. The givers can be of both sexes and so can the 

receivers, but a woman will hardly ever give to a man (in a relationship it is the man 

who is a giver and his love is measured in the number and value of the gifts he 

gives). It is a common practice for people to give gifts of money or objects to people 

who are less fortunate then they are. One hears of stories of rich cousins giving 

sacks of rice and flour to every family in a large compound; of women who started a 
flourishing business with the help of their boyfriends; of a friend buying a mobile 

phone for someone else (for example: Fati Koroba was given a mobile phone by her 

colleagues from the train company, so that they could reach her when she was away 
from the station). Neither Bintou nor Amadou, who both believe that they need a 
helping hand, have been the recipients of such an act of generosity. But the stories 

are out there and Bintou and Amadou keep hoping. While I initially saw their 

behaviour as a way of setting oneself for a constant failure and disappointment, I can 

see that it is not much different from the people (including me) who buy a lottery 

ticket in the hope of a major win. The idea is probably the same. We know that 

lottery winners exist and that gives us some hope that we would be the next to win. 
The fact that it never happens does not discourage us, the same way Bintou and 
Amadou are not discouraged by the fact that they have been waiting for their jigi to 

appear for an indefinite time. 

Concluding remarks 

In the title of this chapter I have borrowed the title words of the laureate of the 2003 

Fespaco275 winner. In Heremakono-Waiting for happiness, a film of the extremely 

talented film director of Mauretanian-Malian origin, Abderrahmane Sissako, the 

main character attempts to leave Africa via the desert and the sea, in order to reach 

the shores of the `promised land' of Europe. The cruel seas have washed the bodies 

of many of his predecessors upon the shores and yet, he is not deterred from his 

275 Fespaco is a Pan-African film festival that takes place biannually in Ouagadougou. 
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mission. With what seems to be an amazing patience and serenity he waits for the 

right moment. 

Similarly my informants go about their everyday lives hoping that tomorrow 

the day will bring a new opportunity to achieve success. They each have their own 

way of hoping, one through prayer, the other through constant search of new 

business opportunities, and the third through what may be seen as an unproductive 

waiting for the helping hand to appear. But in its essence the idea is the same. 
Whatever one's ideals may consist of, they are the main driving force behind these 

people's life projects. Even if they are discouraged in the face of the omnipresence 

of corruption, they do not lose hope in a better life in the future, and this vision of 

the future is shaping their present actions and decision 

The three people I presented in this chapter, together with all the other 
individuals, whose lives and words I have discussed through out the thesis create the 

jigsaw of the multiple ways of being-in-the world that is Bobo-Dioulasso. Their life 

stories are at the same time as unique as they are typical, since their stories are in 

many ways reminiscent of the stories of other people in the area, of the life stories of 

other people whose lives have been discussed by other anthropologists working in 

West Africa. Of course, my presentation of these lives may not necessarily be the 

one they would like, since it does not follow the `rule' of keeping up appearances 

and sweeping things under the carpet. It is however the image that they allowed me 

to see and to further develop in my mind and which is based on their actions and 

their words in conversations with me and others. These others, who interact with 

them, see them as the usual inhabitants of Bobo, among whom many men are 

decourage and spend their days sitting inside or in front of the house, sipping tea 

and listening to the radio. In every extended family there is at least one young girl or 

a woman who has `failed' to marry and has put the family to shame. And today 

many people in the society are searching for help and hope in the new `fundamental' 

forms of Islam. 
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Chapter 7 

Conclusion 

The ideals and the reality of writing a conclusion 

There is a world in which writing a conclusion to a thesis means writing a final 

thought and then moving on to pastures new. That, I guess, is the ideal world, which 

only exists on the pages of dusty library books. In the real world, writing a 

conclusion is only a beginning, since the magnitude of experience, which is lived 

within an anthropological fieldwork and embodied in the writing of the thesis, could 

never be written down and then done with. Doing that would mean reducing the 

lived experience of the people, whose lives and words were discussed in these 200 

pages, to something that can have a line drawn below it. It would mean making it 

into something final, something that belongs to the past. But that, to me, would be 

blasphemy. It would go against everything I had tried to argue for throughout the 

first six chapters. A person's life is never final, since even after death, her/his life 

story is being recreated over and over in the memory of those left behind. There is 

nothing final about life and death in my mind, and therefore nothing final about the 

research into people's lives. I have quoted from Merleau-Ponty in the beginning of 

the thesis, and I will allow myself to be repetitive and borrow from the same quote 

again. "The world is already constituted, but also never completely constituted, in 

the first place we are acted upon, in the second we are open to an infinite number of 

possibilities" (1962: 453). 276 This thesis is therefore just a version of one in a million 

or more possibilities, it is the result of my being acted upon by the place and people 
in the field and also of my own presence acting upon these people and these places. 
It is also a reflection of a particular moment in time, in this case 18 months' worth of 

moments in time, which as a whole exist only on this paper. In little chunks which 

are part of a larger, but still incomplete picture, these moments in time exist in my 
fieldnotes, my personal diary, in the photographs that my informants asked me to 

take in the field and in the ones I took for my own notes. They exist in a form of 

flashbacks that are played in my mind, when, as I am walking down the street, a 

wind blows towards me and brings with it a smell that immediately triggers a sort of 
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`faraway but so close' kind of memory of my time in Bobo. None of these memories 

are static and they are constantly upgraded with the information about the field, from 

the field. 

Since I last left Bobo in July 2003, many things have happened to its people 

and to the place. There were births, and engagements, and deaths and feuds and 

some people got jobs and other became unemployed. Some are no longer walking, 

since they have a brand new moped to ride on, others have got mobile phones and 

feel like king or queen of the world (until their phone cards run out and they are 

faced with the fact that they cannot afford to buy a new one). As I am writing these 

lines, the government forces in Ivory Coast are bombing the rebel base in the north 

of the country, which means that the Ouaga-Abidjan train will be suspended again. 

Many things happened to me, both as an anthropologist and as a person. Do these 

changes in the field render what I have written so far invalid? Do they point to the 

temporariness of the ethnographic text? Do the changes in my own life taint my 

interpretation of fieldnotes and memories? Because of the continuous change both in 

the field and in anthropology as a discipline, Anthony Cohen suggests that 

"ethnography can be written provisionally, allowing for the future occurrence of 

such changes, while still preserving the authority of the text" (1992: 339). 1 wish to 

argue that, provided that the ethnographer acknowledges that her/his experience and 

understanding is limited both in time and in depth of analysis, and that s/he is ready 

and open to continue learning about the field, then we have nothing to worry about. 

Cohen asks "Who is to say that further experience will not again change his 

understanding in a fundamental way? " (1992: 339). 277 With this in mind, I want to 

present this conclusion not only as a retrospective of all that is written in the thesis, 

but also as a vision, as a commitment, a manifesto for the shape of things to come in 

my future, in Bobo's future and in "the ethnographic future" (Stoller 1999a). I am, 

of course, not speaking about anything that is set in stone, the same way as I am not 

saying the past is fixed, neither is the future. As Stoller puts it "Prediction is a 

perilous pursuit. We make plans only to see them unravel. We expect certain results 

only to see them disintegrate" (1999: 698). 1 am therefore suggesting that we need to 

make room for future investigations of the topics we have researched in the past, but 

how and when exactly this is to be done, remains to be seen. 

276 My italics. 
277 Original italics. 
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Staying true to what I wrote above, I will now present to you the logic 

behind the format of this thesis, the reasons for the choice of narrative and analytical 

tools that I used in the text. I will also explain what things I believe I will take away 

from writing this thesis and suggest the things I would like the reader to take away 

from it. 

Why should we look through the food lens? 

In his article De l'alimentation au Mali, Gerard Dumestre wrote that in Mali 

"as in many traditional societies where the certainty of eating is not guaranteed for 

everyone and everyday, the presence of food is almost obsessive, not only in the 

everyday life, [... ] but also in all the domains of social life"(1996: 689). 278 As I 

suggested in Chapter Two, one of the first things that a stranger visiting Burkina 

Faso learns is the expression `there is food, ' meaning `let's eat together. ' Food is 

everywhere, you smell and buy it on the streets, you eat it at home, you receive it as 

a gift to your house and you reciprocate by sending your giver more food. 

Celebrations of life and death, of religious and profane natures, are centred around 
food. Food really IS everywhere. While I originally intended to study family meals 

and memories related to them, my plans unravelled differently. I did however, 

indirectly stay faithful to the topic of food, as I have chosen to use it as the narrative 

thread that links all the other topics discussed in my thesis. Whenever I sat down to 

write an account of a particular event I somehow ended writing about the food that 

was eaten on that particular occasion. Thinking about the family hierarchy, I found it 

was best expressed in terms of the division of the meals. The issues of modernity 

were best reflected in the differences between tubabu dumuni (White man's food) 

and farafin dumuni (African or Black man's food). If I were to oversimplify the 

difference between Muslims and Christians I could say it was all about eating or not- 

eating pork. Choosing food as a narrative thread is therefore not simply a choice of 
literary convenience, it is an unavoidable necessity. Food is a social jelly in Bobo- 

Dioulasso and in wider Burkina Faso, possibly also in wider West Africa. 279 It is the 

thing that binds people together and the one that separates them. It is the indicator of 

religious affiliation and social stature, of sameness and difference. Food is a theme 

278 My translation. 
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that glues the different topics together, 280 it is the object around which much is 

debated and shopping for food, and cooking are two of the most fundamental 

practices of everyday life. Senegalese writer Aminata Sow Fall suggests that the 

culinary language is like a universal code, which could be used to express 

everything. She quotes a Senegalese proverb, which says "life is not a couscous, but 

it needs some laalo, that is some binding substance"(2002: 84). In the same way, 

while the different topics discussed in the thesis could stand on their own, they 

`taste' better with some relish that is provided in the form of the food events as a 

main narrative thread. 

Between real and ideal, traditional and modern; or the illusion of wholeness 

While I argue that food (and also commensality) is the ideal narrative thread for the 

purpose of my material, considering its role as a social glue in Burkina Faso, 

analytically I found that the best thread that links all the discussed issues is the 

distinction between the real and the ideal world of the people of Bobo-Dioulasso. 

The real world is the actual one people experience everyday, what Leach called "real 

society" and the ideal world is the one that exists in people's minds, the so-called 

"conceptual model of society"(1993[1954]: 4). These two worlds could in a way be 

linked to the concepts of tradition and modernity. Tradition represents the familiar 

world, the home environment, which is linked to the ideas of safety and familiarity. 

But this `cosy' familiarity comes with certain constraints, which make the ideal life 

more difficult. It puts demands on the individuals to maintain certain `ideals' or 

`traditional' standards in order for the community to live without major problems. 

This may result in interpersonal, and (most) often intergenerational conflicts. 

Modernity on the other hand, is the exciting new world, often one beyond the 

boundaries of familiarity of the home environment. It is full of new practices that 

have not yet been tested to suit the `African way of life' and are therefore embraced 

by some and rejected, or better, questioned by other people. The people who 

question new practices do not necessarily reject them, they rather mould them into 

279 This could be extended also to many other societies. As David Sutton suggests in his study of food 
and memory on a Greek Island, food provides "meaning through everyday practices" and it has the 
ability "to generate subjective commentary and encode powerful meanings" (2001: 6). 
280 See also Lien 2004. 
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shapes and forms that they are more comfortable with, they domesticate them and 

give them new names and new meanings. In view of all the constraints that a person 

living in urban Burkina Faso is faced with, s/he needs to develop creative ways of 

dealing with them. It is this creativity and imagination that Stoller writes about in 

connection with West African traders who "are exceedingly creative in finding 

regulatory loopholes, resolving daunting financial problems, or more globally, 

making their way through tough transnational spaces that require imaginative and 

decisive solutions to ongoing economic, social and legal problems" (1999a: 704). I 

would argue that this kind of creativity is not necessary only in "tough transnational 

spaces, " but also in the tough space that is urban Burkina Faso, or any other 

space/place in the world, that is experiencing changes through the processes of 

globalisation. 281 The lives of all individuals in Bobo are somehow influenced by 

wider changes in the world and s/he needs to adapt her strategies of survival 

according to these changes. At the same time these people need to maintain the links 

with the tradition and that is where they need to be able to juggle the multiplicity of 

ideas and beliefs that they carry within. It is this multiplicity of ideas and beliefs that 

I wish to celebrate with this thesis. No human being could claim to be of the same 

view at every point her/his life. One could no even claim to be of the same view at 

all points of a single day or regarding one single issue. We often hold contradicting 

views on many of the issues that are important to us. Does that mean we are 

inconsistent, that we are not whole? 

Walt Whitman wrote `Do I contradict myself? Very well then I contradict 

myself, (I am large, I contain multitudes. )' His pride in the `self-contradiction' is not 

something we commonly see in people and therefore, it may sometimes come across 

as if I am taking a critical position in view of the contradictory statements I have 

presented from the people in the field. I hope, however, that through the thesis as a 

whole, I have managed to convey that any sense of criticism that may be present in 

the text is only due to my initial misconceptions of the field. In the beginning, the 

fieldworker may naively expect there to be consistency in people's actions and 

words, since only such a consistency `allows' one to `write down' the practices in a 

coherent fashion that is proper to `scientific endeavour. ' Once rid of such false 

expectations, I was delighted by all the different ways in which people provided 

281 Stoller shows this for the case of Niger, where the women who were left behind by the husbands 
who went off to trade in the US, change their life strategies accordingly (1999). 
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arguments for their way of being-in-the-world, as it provided me with further and 

further challenges and it also made me realise that I had much in common with the 

people in the field as 1, too, contain multitudes and often contradict myself. This 

inconsistency could be seen as a universal human trait. As Ewing writes, the 

inconsistencies in the construction of the self and "self-concepts are constructed and 

maintained by means of a similar process in all cultures, and that a presence of a 

particular self-representation, though experienced and presented as whole and 

timeless, may be quite fleeting" (1990: 252). This is also reflected in Berlin's 

statement that values that clash within a single individual cannot be divided into true 

and false ones (1990: 12). What people do is, they adapt to the circumstances in 

which they find themselves, they react to the 'tough spaces' that surround them. 

Sometimes the `toughness' is physical, and is expressed in poverty and economic 

difficulties, sometimes it is emotional, one that touches upon one's beliefs and 

values. In the case of traditional and modern practices in urban Burkina Faso, one or 

the other does not necessarily offer a better economic outcome for the individual and 

his/her family. The difference between tradition and modernity is not represented in 

a thin line of division, which would offer happiness on one side and suffering on the 

other. There is happiness and suffering on both sides and people are aware of that. 

They therefore use the elements of both in order to survive in the least `painful' way, 

in a way that allows them to continue with the lives they are used to, but with certain 

new practices that offer additional comforts. 

When I speak about the real and ideal worlds I understand it within this 

context of surviving in the least painful way, which can often be achieved only 

through some kind of compromise on the side of the people involved. In my 

experience of the practice of everyday life in Bobo-Dioulasso, sometimes the 

conflicts that arise in the clash of generations or of tradition against modernity, there 

is often a sense of compromise in people's actions, which allows them to continue to 

live their lives the way they always did. The compromise is often on the side of the 

weak, the underdogs, who are powerless in face of the authority of their elder and 

more powerful relatives, friends or neighbours. In case of the wedding practices, or 

the family hierarchy, it is easy to think of these people as victims of traditions. Yet 

what I wish to argue is that even the people who are `in charge' and are making the 

decisions, are not doing so without some sense of compromise and loss of authority 

on their side. This may not be acknowledged publicly, but it is still present. In the 
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case of Fati F., who seems to be controlling the lives of many of the people in her 

compound, it is clear that her current situation as single woman living at home is not 

an ideal one, since she wishes to be married and move away. The fact that everyone 

in the compound is aware of that makes her actions towards them less difficult for 

them to bear. In the case of Bintou and her father's opposition to her relationship 

with a Christian man, it would be easy to think of her as the only person, who had to 

sacrifice her wishes for the sake of maintaining traditions in this situation. It is 

however clear that her parents were forced to make certain sacrifices because of 

what could be seen as Bintou's selfish actions. They are the ones who look after one 

of her daughters and pay for her education and they are also the ones who provide 

Bintou with a roof over her head. Again, none of them is living in their ideal world. 

So perhaps what should be suggested is that as long as whoever is forcing decisions 

onto you and who is making your life miserable, is also miserable, your own non- 

ideal life is much less difficult to bear. 

Why does this matter and where do we go from here? 

In view of all that that has been said, it is now time to consider how and why all of 

the presented material is interesting to people other than myself and the people I 

write about. While one could simply argue that what I have presented is a very 

personal account of a life of one family, and a few other individuals that I had 

encountered in the field, I wish to claim that there are several wider implications of 

my study, the implications that would provide insight to events and experiences that 

occur far from the compounds of Burkina Faso, even far from the compounds of 

Africa. 

I believe that there are important implications on the level of ethnographic 

writing, which needs to adapt to the contradictions and multitudes that are contained 

within the fields that we as anthropologists study. Stoller suggests that the 

ethnographer of the future should try to "appropriate some of [the] epistemological 

suppleness" which we can find in the practices of our informants (1999a: 704. ) He 

suggests that in order to fully confront the complexity of the "multilayered social 

contexts" of today's "transnational spaces" we need to adapt our research methods 

(ibid: 702). I would argue that in the case of a single sited fieldwork, which I find to 

be still as pertinent today as in its early days, we need to adapt our minds to the fact 

that people operate with different referents than in the time when their whole world 
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was contained within their village compound. While many people have left the 

compounds to look for fortune in the wider world, there are many people who stayed 
behind. As fieldworkers we can attempt to understand the lives and words of these 

people who chose to stay, or of those who were not given a choice between staying 

and going. While they may spend the rest of their lives living in their little 

compounds, doing the same chores that the people of their family did a hundred 

years ago, eating the same dishes, they are, however, affected by the physical 

absence of those who went out into the world. They not only receive occasional 

letters, money transfers or gifts, through all this they also receive an alternative 

worldview, which can then influence their own being-in-the-world in more or less 

important ways. In today's world it is not enough for the ethnographer to understand 

the `traditional' way of life in urban Burkina Faso. One needs to recognise all the 

other factors of influence, from that of the media, to that of the information that is 

transmitted orally by the people who return from trips abroad, both to the West, to 

Mecca and to the neighbouring African countries. It is both because of her mother's 

trip to France and from watching Western TV shows, that Fati K. has developed 

certain ideas about the West that influence her worldviews and shape her aspirations 

about the future. 

As I suggested in Chapter Six, the ethnographer must also look into the 

future in order to understand people's actions in the present. This again demands an 

adaptation on the side of the researcher, as one needs to engage with people's hopes 

and aspirations. I wish to argue, again, that hope for a better future and for happiness 

is a universal human trait. These aspirations could be also called by a different 

name. In the case of Sierra Leone Michael Jackson talks of human resilience 

(2004: passim), the strength and the need to continue with the everyday struggle of 

living. While the forms this hope takes may be culturally constructed and controlled 

by the various ideological discourses present in different societies, I believe that 

hoping and struggling is something that is innate to all of us. It is important not to 

confuse hope with religious beliefs, although the above mentioned local forms of 

hope can sometimes be conceptualised as part of religious ideas. I would therefore 

like to suggest that there is a need to develop a particular methodology within our 

discipline, one separate from the study of religious beliefs, which would allow us to 

study the different ways of human resilience around the world. Understanding 

people's hopes and aspirations may also help us understand why they sometimes act 
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in ways that may seem irrational at first glance and this may be of use in wider 

academic and professional world. I believe that the ethnographic chapters of my 

thesis, which I weaved together with various food events, are also glued together by 

the examples of this type of resilience, which is essential to the struggle of everyday 

life. Despite the many obstacles that constantly spring up on the paths of my 
informants, they continue living, hoping, (some also praying) and aspiring for a 
better future. 

I hope that with my work, I have succeeded in giving names and meanings to 

the faceless members of the world that is Burkina Faso today. While many other 

countries in West African have already benefited from `sensuous scholarship, ' I 

believe that Burkina was most often presented as a faceless wholesome community, 

where individuals do not matter for the understanding of the wider picture. 282 I 

therefore think it even more important to have focused on the lives of individuals, in 

order to understand their lives and the meaning that they give to the life of their 

families and wider communities. While I sometimes painted certain individuals in a 

light that was not most favourable, I did this because I wanted to be true to myself 

and to the experience in the field and did not wish to embellish anything for the sake 

of pleasing people. In the preface to The life among of poor in Cairo, a book that 

contains what I found to be a good dose of honest criticism of certain practices 

encountered in the field, Unni Wikan wrote " [t]his book was written with the sole 

aim of creating understanding and respect for the people it describes" (1980: n. p. ). 

With the risk of sounding precious or coy, I would like to argue the same. I believe 

that my work will, given the right attitude of the reader, provide an insight to the 

everyday struggle of people of Bobo-Dioulasso, into a struggle that is in many ways 

similar to the struggle of many other people in the world, but is at the same time 

unique enough to provide us with interesting and enlightening material which gives 
food for thought. As I suggested above, life in Bobo is about sameness and 
difference. In this it is similar to the life everywhere in the world. While it is good to 

celebrate the differences by studying them, it is also important to celebrate the 

sameness, which will allow the more narrow minded among us to recognise the fact 

that in the end, all human beings strive for similar things in life and we are therefore 

282 The few noteworthy exceptions to this are provided by the work of Paul Riesman (1977) and 
Michele Fieloux (1993). 
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much more capable of living side by side in a peaceful manner than we are often 

willing to acknowledge. 
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