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Abstract

“Don’t Watch this Video!”
Online Privacy, Porn, Sutura, and Health among Senegal’s Digital Dissidents

by
Juliana G Friend

Doctor of Philosophy in Anthropology
Designated Emphasis in New Media
University of California, Berkeley

Professor Lawrence Cohen, Chair

This dissertation explores how sutura — the Senegalese ethic of discretion — has transformed
within shifting landscapes of digital media use. In historically contingent ways, sutura has
predicated one’s moral legitimacy, legible gender identity, and national belonging on one’s
ability to shield aspects of life considered “intimate” from public view. Those who disrupt
gender expectations may be construed as lacking sutura. This can undermine their claims to
moral belonging. What happens when social media allows users to share intimate life with wide
audiences in real time? What does digital media use entail for sutura, and for the configurations
of gender and moral belonging invoked in its name? | show that fears of non-consensual digital
exposure and image-based sexual abuse have grown in tandem with the importance of digitally
mediated intimacy as a site for defining oneself as an ethical Senegalese subject. This affects
sexually stigmatized Senegalese acutely and paradoxically. For example, sex workers face high
risks of non-consensual exposure online. Yet others may accuse them of transgressing sutura
through purported “digital dissidence,” indiscreet or excessively embodied online behavior.

Rather than provoking straightforward censorship, perceived digital transgressions

of sutura produce unlikely collaborations between “digital dissidents” and institutions that seek
to align everyday practices with national ideals of ethical intimacy. Drawing on over 18 months
of ethnography and participatory action research, I trace these unlikely interactions across
multiple sites: from digital sexual health programs, to Muslim youth groups, to pornography
production.

In this dissertation, sutura is more than an object of research. | argue that sutura challenges the
intransigent analytical distinction between “communication” and “health.” Moreover, it
illustrates the gendered operation of health/communicative inequities. Magnified by anxieties
about social media’s capacity to multiply affective or erotic attachments, sutura may be invoked
to conflate communicative excess with bodily excess, and associate both with gendered
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illegibility. However, digital dissidents reject the devaluing of their communicative practice. For
them, sutura is not a boundary dividing the “intimate” from the “public,” but rather, a practice of
collective protection. They reframe digital privacy as mutual aid. I argue that digital dissidents’
reimagining of sutura disrupts dominant paradigms in digital privacy policy that emphasize
individual awareness and responsibility. If we heed the expertise of those most vulnerable to
digital harms, we can better leverage digital health strategies to promote health equity. By
reclaiming sutura, digital dissidents gesture to an alternative digital future, one marked by the
equal distribution of digital privacy, health, and protection.
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Introduction

To pay rent, support her grandchildren, and save money to start a restaurant, Mame
Diarra combines income from sex work with stipends from non-governmental organizations
(NGOs). She receives funds from Senegalese civil society and public health organizations to
conduct sensibilization (“awareness raising”) for other sex workers in Dakar. Funders hire her to
identify and gather local professionelles du sexe (PS) and lead them in HIVV/AIDS prevention
education workshops, usually held in friends’ apartments. She cannot hold workshops in her own
home because she lives with family who do not know she practices sex work. To each session
she brings a binder of close-up photographs of STI discharges and pustules. When | shadowed
Mame Diarra from 2017 to 2018, discussion often continued long after she had finished flipping
through her visual aids.

One theme that came up frequently was the benefits and harms of digital technologies for
sex workers. Mame Diarra was aware that she was not as in tune with the latest trends or
technologies as her younger peers. She did not have an Instagram account, for example. And
only later, during the COVID-19 pandemic, would she try using WhatsApp for video calls with
clients. But she had decades of experience, both in trading sex and preventing her family from
finding out she traded sex. She felt it her responsibility to add the Internet to her list of
awareness-raising topics. “Some clients bring two phones and hide one” she would often say.
This was less a description of standard client practice, than a way to underscore how mobile
phones added extra risk to the already uncertain dynamics of sex work.

To encourage shy attendees to participate, Mame Diarra always polled participants about
what strategies they used day-to-day, and then highlighted for the group those strategies she
found most effective. For example, some younger sex workers required clients to leave their
phones outside the bedroom; this was a measure of protection against non-consensual filming,
publication, and image-based sexual abuse (sometimes called “revenge porn”).!

“Jamaano ji, sutura amatul,” she would tell younger sex workers in her awareness-raising
sessions. “In today’s times, there is no more discretion.” No one else will protect you, so “sutural
sa bopp,” she would also urge. “Protect your own discretion:” or otherwise translated, “Keep
yourself discreet.”

Sutura is the Senegalese ethic of discretion or modesty. In historically contingent ways,
one’s honor, Muslim piety, and national belonging all depend on one’s ability to shield aspects
of life deemed intimate — such as sex — from public view (Packer and Friend 2021; Mills 2011).
One secures both moral legitimacy and a claim to Senegalese national belonging by upholding
sutura. Mame Diarra fears the technical affordance of internet-enabled mobile phones to share
non-consensually obtained images with broad audiences in real time. Such devices pose a
particular threat to sutura.

Mame Diarra urges acts of self-protection amid the absence of sutura and protection
granted to sex workers. However, for Mame Diarra, sutura is more than an individual act.
“Sutural sa bopp, sutural sa morom,” she likes to say. Keep yourself discreet, provide discretion
to your peer. For example, friends have forwarded Mame Diarra sex tapes or intimate videos that
she suspects were not filmed and/or distributed consensually. While she admits that sometimes

! There are many motivations for non-consensually creating or circulating sexual images of another person online.
The term “image-based sexual abuse” is a more useful and capacious term than “revenge porn” (see McGlynn and
Rackley 2017).
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she has been seduced into wanting to find out who is in the tape, Mame Diarra now warns sex
workers against redistributing a sex tape to friends via WhatsApp if consent is in question. That
recirculation would violate the ethos of providing sutura to your peers.?

She also uses the term suturalante (keeping each other discreet). She uses this phrase in
two ways: to urge sex workers to protect each other, and to frame her own work of raising
awareness. Mame Diarra conceives her NGO-funded work as a form of suturalante, promoting
discretion within her community. “Always in workshops I tell them we have to suturalante,” Mame
Diarra told me in an interview over WhatsApp. “We have to help each other and be part of the same
cause.” Yes, taking precautions with clients’ cell phones are acts of self-protection. But starting
conversation about digital age discretion advances collective protection. For Mame Diarra,
keeping her community safe is part of sutura.

If sutura can index protection in the digital age, it can also be invoked to inflict
technology-assisted violence. In July 2018, “Kocc Barma” — the pseudonym used by the founder
of Seneporno.com, said to be Senegal’s first porn website — gave an online interview. He cited
two motivations for founding seneporno.com. One economic: “to satisfy my hundreds of
thousands of followers.” The other moral: “better to sacrifice the people who have already ruined
their lives and save thousands of others...my objective is to purify Senegal. No one dares to
make sex tapes anymore” (Seneweb news 2018).

Here Kocc Barma claims to purify the nation through porn. After flaunting his number of
followers, he claims he wants to end the digital practices that supply content to those followers.
He also claims to separate “ruined” women from “others,” creating and policing a digital
boundary between women who do have a future and those who do not. Ruined women do not
have sutura.

The website went dark for a while. Then in 2019, news sites announced Kocc Barma’s
comeback. Reactions to Kocc Barma’s comeback interview ranged from cheeky emojis, to
applause for exposing Senegalese women’s hypocrisy, to death threats (see Faye 2019). In one
example of the latter category, there is a slippage in the topic of online comments: from women
with no future, to the figure of the homosexual: men who never had a future to begin with.

One commentator (no pseudonym given) addresses Kocc directly with the informal pronoun
“tu:”

Un jour tu va mourrir dieu va sortir tes vidéos et tu verras pourkoi god a dit madoulene et
soutouralal sa morom la tu comprendra

One day you will die God will take down your videos and you will see why god said ignore
and sutura your peers then you’ll understand (Faye 2019).°

To which another commenter replies:

2 Not all sex workers agreed with Mame Diarra on this point. Some did not see a problem in sending such videos to
other sex workers, especially if they found the videos upsetting and wanted to unpack their feelings with people who
would understand.

3 The term madoulene connotes a kind of public secrecy, of “knowing what not to know” (Taussig 1999). My
interlocutor Penda explained the term through a hypothetical; “If I see someone urinating in the street, I just pass by.
I don’t say anything about it. It’s none of my business.”
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Reply_author: bane soutoura ? |’islam dit bien quil faut couper la maind es voleurs et tuer
les homosexuels aucune soutoura ,soutoural lenn senn bopou mo gueun

Reply_author: what sutura? Islam rightly says one must cut off the hands of thieves and kill
the homosexuals theres is no sutura, sutura yourselves that’s better (Faye 2019).

Then commentary pivots as commentor “Bob” declares, “vivement le Wikileak version Sénégal”
(Live Wikileak, Senegalese version), again heralding Kocc Barma’s righteous revelation of
salacious truth hiding behind appearances of a respectable Seneglaese nation (Ibid.)

Sutura is weaponized to justify the exposure of marginalized communities. Both
commenters use sutura as a verb. The first urges Kocc to give sutura to others, critiquing Kocc’s
acts of exposure. The second implies that “homosexuals” do not have sutura to begin with;
“what sutura?” they ask. In other words, they are always-already pornographic. Like sex
workers, they are outside the moral community and cannot claim its protection against digital
harms. By this logic of exclusion, the person exposed, not the exposer, is responsible for sutura.

Notably, neither Kocc, nor the Seneweb interviewer, nor anyone in the preceding
comments mentions sexual orientation. Within the rubric of sutura, the linkage between porn and
homosexuality pre-exists the conversation. It need not be explicitly stated by the first speaker in
order to be legibly invoked by the second. Homosexuality is tacitly understood as pornographic.

CATEGORIES : Senegalaise | Amateurs | Africaines | Grosses

fesses | Masturbation | Solo | Partouze | Grosse | Mature | Lesbiennes | Grosses
bites | Anal | Webcam | Camera

Cachee | Celebrites | Leumbeul/Mapouka | Compilation | Deguelasse | Gay | Ejacul
ation | Fellation | Transexuelles | Malienne | Guineenne | Ivoirienne | Massage |
Nigeria/Niger | Togolaise | Beninoise | Burkinabé | Camerounaise | Congolaise | G
abonnaise | Gambienne | Ghana | International

Categories page from Seneporno.com’s earlier iteration (Seneporno.com 2018)

But there is also a “gay” tag on the site Seneporno itself, both in the site’s earlier version,
pictured above, and the post-“comeback” version (Seneporno.com 2018, Seneporno.com
2020a).* The intention to purify Senegal through porn is enacted through violent exposure of
homosexuality.> On July 17, 2020 the “gay” tag — called a category on the site — linked to six
videos. Four of these named particular individuals and provided their phone number and/or
neighborhood of residence in the thumbnail image. The thumbnail itself performs exposure.® In

4 In chapter four, | will discuss the function and multiple resonances of “tagging” on seneporno: in particular, how
tags index and enregister linkages between nationality, morality, and particular modes of exposure.

5| am aware of the dangerous tendency to equate porn with violence. | do not wish to reinforce that simplistic,
misleading equation. Here | speak specifically about the non-consensual production and circulation of images.

® This video both enacts violence and incites further violence by outing and doxxing a particular individual. | open
with it because it lays bare the all-too-real stakes of weaponized sutura. However, to mitigate the potential that this
dissertation would provide another conduit of access to the doxed individual, I will not reproduce screenshots here.
The title of the cited video includes the name of an individual, so I have chosen to use only the first half of the clip’s
title in the corresponding bibliographic citation.
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http://www.seneporno.com/categories
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/senegalaise
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/amateurs
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/africaines
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/grosses-fesses
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/grosses-fesses
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/masturbation
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/solo
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/partouze
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/grosse
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/mature
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/lesbiennes
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/grosses-bites
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/grosses-bites
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/anal
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/webcam
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/camera-cachee
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/camera-cachee
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/camera-cachee
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/celebrites
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/leumbeul-mapouka
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/leumbeul-mapouka
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/leumbeul-mapouka
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/compilation
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/degueulasse
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/gay
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/ejaculation
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/ejaculation
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/fellation
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/transexuelles
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/malienne
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/guineenne
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/ivoirienne
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/massage
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/nigeria-niger
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/togolaise
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/beninoise
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/burkinabaise
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/camerounaise
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/congolaise
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/gabonaise
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/gabonaise
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/gambienne
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/ghana
http://www.seneporno.com/videos/international

one of many videos that interpolates Kocc Barma, one video’s title declared that a “goor-jigeen”
had threatened Kocc to take his video down. Another video announced that two members of a
“network of gdor-jigéen directed by “had been “stopped in the middle of the sexual act”
(Seneporno.com 2020b).” Previously, a sex worker friend and interlocutor named Penda had
encouraged me to watch at least five different videos on Seneporno to become familiar with the
site. | asked her if this should be included in the five, hoping she would say no, and provide an
ethnographically-compelling reason to not view a video advertising homophobic violence. She
said she was curious what the “gay” category would contain, so I should watch it.

The clip follows more of a narrative arc than many videos on Seneporno. White text
scrolls upward against a black background, informing viewers that “the network lead for three
years by without being investigated by the authorities.” The scrolling text repeats the name
of the purported leader of this “network” and provides a phone number. Then the clip shows a
fuzzy screenshot of a text message conversation on a smartphone. The words are difficult to
decipher, but the final message interpolates Kocc Barma and reads “Kocc won’t forgive this.”
Next, a shaky camera shows a yellow taxicab against a dark sky. It zooms in on the backset
window. Light reflects off the window, bouncing back at the videographer and the viewer. Then
a chorus of staccato yells, “eh! Eh! Eh!” “Get out of the taxi!” The image shakes. Light flashes
but illuminates nothing. The next discernable image is of a young man in a white tee shirt. He
raises his hands and says slowly, maangi jegglu (“I’m deeply sorry”). Another man seen from
behind grasps young person’s neck. The young man’s slow, soft apology fades into the sharpness
of voices yelling “get out!” “Goor-jigeen!” and a rhythmic repetition of “eh, eh, eh!” The faces
of the exposed are visible. The faces of the exposers are not. As of July 17, 2020, this video had
23.7 thousand views.

This dissertation explores sutura in the digital age: both its use for protection and its use
for harm. If sutura predicates moral legitimacy, national belonging, and gendered legibility on
the protection of the “intimate” from public view (Mills 2011), what happens as social media
facilitates the sharing of intimate life with wide audiences in real time? What does digital media
use entail for sutura, and for the configurations of gender and moral belonging invoked in its
name?

| trace how fears of digital harms like image-based sexual abuse have grown in tandem
with the importance of digitally mediated intimacy as a site for defining oneself as an ethical
Senegalese subject. In particular, | explore the consequences of sutura’s transformations for
sexually stigmatized subjects positioned at the margins of the ethical. They are often primary
targets of unwanted digital exposure.® Yet, others may accuse them of what I call “digital
dissidence”: being indiscreet, excessively embodied, or lacking sutura online. | argue that
members of sexually stigmatized communities like Mame Diarra, and those accused of digital

" Tronically, under this video is the disclaimer: “NB: your video was published without your consent? to have it
removed from the site, you can send a message by Whatsapp to ” (Seneporno.com 2020b)
& The experiences and perspectives of Mame Diarra and other members of sexually stigmatized communities
resonate with global sex-worker lead research. This research shows that sex workers experience disproportionate
burdens of digital harms like digital surveillance, image-based sexual abuse, and deplatforming (Hacking//Hustling
Collective, Stardust, Garcia and Egwuatu 2020). Indeed, as scholar-activists suggest, if tech is safe for sex workers,
it will be safe for everyone (Stardust, Garcia and Egwuatu 2020).
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dissidence, are key voices in articulating alternate digital futures, futures in which the right to
online protection is equitably distributed rather than contingent on one’s position in gendered
hierarchies.

Social media practices challenge taken for granted demarcations of la vie privée (“private
life”) by creating “digital intimate publics,” communities where we engage the personal images
and data of quasi-strangers (Cf. Dobson et al 2018). Digital pornography and youth online dating
constitute particularly flagrant transgressions of sutura, redirecting broader anxieties about
“network promiscuity” (Payne 2014) — or the possibility for multiple, simultaneous affective
attachments— onto the most marginalized members of society. The figure of the digital dissident
consolidates a wider set of apprehensions about the implications of digitally networked life.
However, rather than provoking straightforward censorship, perceived digital transgressions of
sutura produce unlikely collaborations between sexually stigmatized communities and various
institutions that seek to align everyday intimate practices with national ideals of ethical intimacy.
Such institutions include NGOs fighting sexually transmitted diseases through peer education on
dating websites, and Islamic youth groups that consider whether digital porn can ethically be
used to prevent premarital sex. Drawing on 20 months of ethnography and participatory action
research, | trace the historical roots and ethical-political implications of these unlikely
interactions.

Apprehensions about digital media stoking “network promiscuity” reanimate sutura’s
longstanding, double edge: to protect and to marginalize. My chapters focus on those for whom
this double edge matters most. Chapter one considers les jeunes filles (“young girls”), a group
whose modesty and discretion must be secured at all costs. Pedagogies of digital media use for
teens seek to consolidate normative national ideals of intimacy by imparting particular embodied
dispositions of navigating the Internet and viewing online images. Chapter two considers digital
activists who epitomize sutura’s transgression, but whose online labor advances nationally
important health projects. Chapters three and four consider women who have complex
relationships to digital pornography. Porn, as | explore below, epitomizes sutura’s transgression
through something akin to what Linda Williams calls “on/scenity;” especially since the advent of
home viewing and the Internet, porn brings visibility and accessibility to representations of sex
that were once hidden from view (Williams 2004a).°

“Digital dissidents” become central to projects of crafting and securing national,
normative ideals of intimacy. At the same time, they enact novel forms of privacy, protection,
and health online, sometimes through self-acknowledged activism, and other times through their
daily efforts to craft livable, ethical, and enjoyable lives.

“Sutura”: A Social Shifter

Sutura can be a quality someone possesses or lacks (e.g. da fa nyak sutura (“he lacks
sutura”)). Sutura can be an action performed with one’s words or with one’s body (e.g. sutural
sa morom (“provide sutura to your peer’’). While it can be cursorily glossed as “discretion” or
“modesty,” my main concern is not to secure a definition for sutura.

Sutura is what Deborah Durham calls a social shifter; both its meaning and political
effects change depending on social, political and historical context (Durham 2004). Like all

° Williams (2004a) devised this term in part to speak to a historical moment, a moment when internet porn and home
viewership were changing sites and modes of engaging pornography. | find the term useful, however, to speak more
broadly about the practice of making visible that which is often shielded from view.
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social shifters, sutura does different things, for different people, at different times. This is my
chief focus: tracing what sutura does for Senegalese with different relationships to normative
ideals of digital intimacy.

As | described earlier, sutura protects, and it also excludes. The juxtaposition of the
opening anecdotes captures this double edge. Sutura can be explicitly invoked to shield someone
from unwanted exposure — to prevent neighbors, friends, kin, or online followers from knowing
something about a person who does not want to be known. It can also be weaponized to deny
certain people this protection. The people thus denied are usually sexually stigmatized or sexual
minority groups, such as sex workers of sexual minorities. Sutura may be invoked to distinguish
who can claim moral legitimacy, national belonging, and Muslim piety, and who cannot. This
differentiation has implications for digital privacy. As privacy scholars might say, the right to
digital privacy is unequally distributed (Arora 2019); the fault lines of sutura shape who will be
protected from unwanted online exposure and who will not. I trace how this differentiation
occurs. | explore its impact, both for digital dissidents who are excluded from sutura’s
protection, and for the formations of national belonging and normative ideals of digital intimacy
that emerge through this exclusion.

Of particular interest is how those excluded from sutura’s protection reclaim the ethic,
expand it, or even transform it. Their visions of sutura, | suggest, point to new possibilities for
digital sociality that more equitably distribute digital privacy and health. Moreover, the ways
digital dissidents reimagine sutura invite us to consider what constitutes “digital privacy” in the
first place.

Sutura: an Entry Point

The responsibility for upholding sutura has fallen and continues to fall disproportionately
on women (Packer and Friend 2021, Mills 2011, Packer 2019). Women are charged with
protecting family honor and maintaining social bonds. Women secure their sutura in several
ways: by shielding potentially scandalous events from curious eyes, but also through modest
dress. Sutura can be an embodied act. Sutura highlights embodied communication and provides
an effective counter to intransigent ideologies bifurcating language and bodies, a point to which |
will return below.

Sutura has also long been about community protection. Women who experience violence
but refrain from naming perpetrators receive material and social support so that kin may shield
them from retaliation from their accuser (Packer and Friend 2021). While the 2000s have seen
robust activism against sexual assault, women rarely name the accused for fear of breaking
sutura and being rejected by kin and community when they need protection the most. The recent
public ridicule of Adji Sarr, a young woman who named political opposition leader Ousmane
Sonko as her rapist, illustrates this point.

Public opinion quickly turned against her. Backlash intensified after she gave a televised
tell all interview. TikTok parodies of the interview followed, underscoring how her appearance
through media transgressed sutura and highlights her un-virtuous femininity (Packer and Friend
2021). In a contradiction all too familiar to digital dissidents, these TikTok parodies and
YouTube dissections of the interview further circulated the very thing that pushed Sarr over
sutura’s line: excessive media circulation.

In historically contingent ways, sutura has conflated communicative excess with bodily
contagion and assigned both to subjects who trouble gender norms. For example, at the height of
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the caste system, the géwel (“griot””) was marginalized for his excessive talk and storytelling. The
géwel was also seen to have contaminated blood and could not be buried in Muslim cemeteries.
Géwel corpses were tucked in the trunks of baobab trees so as to not contaminate the blood of
honorable, sutura-possessing Senegalese. Furthermore, the géwel’s dual communicative and
bodily excesses rendered him a dishonorable man. Within precolonial Wolof value systems, a
dishonorable and impious man was not a man at all (Mills 2011). Art historian Ivy Mills argues
that, in this sense, gender illegibility rendered the géweél “queer.” A similar fate could befall a
Muslim wife who exposed her family’s secrets. Sutura violation stripped her of legible
femininity (Mills 2011).

On one level, the term “queer” here can be applied to communicative and bodily
practices that transgress gendered social order or legibly gendered social roles. However, as |
explore in more depth below, digital dissidents’ labor often stands as the constitutive outside of
the heteronormative organization of communicative practice. It upholds that organization
through transgression. However, in the ways they reimagine sutura, digital dissidents gesture to a
future beyond this stalemate, a future that can be felt — if not fully actualized — in the present. |
will return to queer’s paradox and possibility below.

Sutura’s history also contains a contradiction that continues to shape contemporary life;
Wolof nobles depended on the sutura-lacking individuals they marginalized. Nobles were honor-
bound not to speak about themselves. This would render the private public. So they employed
the services of géwél to speak for them. Nobles’ honor and piety depended upon the
communicative labor of impious, queered subjects. The heteronormative social hierarchy
depended on queer communicative labor to reproduce itself.

| argue that this historical interdependence gets replayed in institutional
instrumentalizations of queer(ed) subjects’ online intimate labor. Institutions such as NGOs
instrumentalize sutura’s outsiders; NGOs once hired gay men to contain HIV through online sex
education. Cybersecurity task forces seeking to catch the founder of a Senegalese porn website
and prevent non-consensual publication of intimate videos highlight the legal porn production
and viewership to refute accusations of censorship.'% Sex education programs use the specter of
digital pornography in pedagogical efforts to transform teens into modern, pious sexual subjects.
By using bedsheets called draps porno — textiles onto which screen shots from porn films are
printed — women remediate the labor of porn actors as part of a material culture of pious
femininity.

Sutura and “Vulnerable Populations”

In the early months, my dissertation fieldwork felt disjointed. | was traveling back and
forth between Dakar and Kolda, looking at the use of digital media technologies in sexual health
education. In Dakar, | was studying a program for MSM. In Kolda, | was studying a program for
teens. Then some of the MSM digital activists put me in touch with sex workers, with whom they

1010 Awa Ndiaye, the president of Senegal’s Commission for the Protection of Personal Data (CDP), declared in a
press conference that the CDP’s goal was to get the founder of the website Seneporno to reveal their true identity so
that the CDP could ask them to take down videos that were posted to the site without the consent of those who made
those videos. Ndiaye affirmed that the CDP had no intention to take down porn websites, conveying, “Me, I think
that a pornographic website, excuse us for the term, exists in our country, exists in countries around the world.
Pornographic websites are, if they are properly registered, legal. They show adults who want to be there...It is not
our role to judge and it is not our role to issue any reprobation regarding that” (Ndiaye 2018).
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were forming an association of populations clées (“key populations™): that is, populations deemed
by international development agencies as “key” in the fight to contain the spread of HIV.! While
all three groups were termed “vulnerable populations,” perhaps this was three separate projects,
not one book-length work.

Senegall

MAURITANIA

Map of Senegal by Shaund — Own work based on the United Nations Cartographic Section Senegal Map,
Commons.wikimedia.org'?

Then, on a bumpy bus ride from Dakar to Kolda, I re-read Ivy Mills’ 2011 dissertation on
sutura. The three groups I was working with were connected; not just in their status as “vulnerable
populations,” but in their resonance with one of sutura’s key historical through lines: dividing
people based on whether they could or could not claim discretion’s protection. Gay men in the
2010s homosexuality panic were always-already without sutura. Both their bodies and
communication practices were excessive. For women, in contrast, sutura was theirs to lose (Mills

111n a 2021 press release on International AIDS day, USAID cited structural barriers to health facing “key
populations, writing, “we know that key populations -- including sex workers, transgender people, incarcerated
people, men who have sex with men, and people who inject drugs -- face disproportionate structural barriers that
impact their ability to access HIV services. USAID provides services in locations where key populations can be
served without discrimination, supports clinical services in the community and online, and establishes alternative
pick-up points for life-saving medication” (USAID 2021a).

12 This image is derived from products of the United Nations Cartographic Section. Modified versions of UNCS maps
may be used provided that the UN name and reference number do not appear on any modified version, and a link to
the original map is provided. UN Maps derived, CC BY-SA 4.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=22747760
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2011). Sex workers, for example, had lost it. Young unmarried women had to keep sutura at all
costs. Was sutura s boundary-making power not uncannily similar to the way contemporary public
health governance apportioned its HIV prevention resources and organized its sexual health
programming, in its venn diagram between three vulnerable populations, two of them “key”?

Senegal has long been heralded in public health and international aid circles for keeping
its HIV prevalence rate below 1%, and for being the first Sub-Saharan African country to begin
providing antiretroviral drugs in 1998 (Diouf 2007).%2 International aid and public health agencies
also note the elevated rates of “key populations” — including female sex workers (FSWs) and men
who have sex with men (MSM) — as compared with la population générale (“general population™)
(Regional Meeting on Key Populations 2015). As of 2020, UNAIDS lists HIV prevalence rates
among Senegalese aged 15-49 at 0.3% for the general population, 27.6% for MSM, and 4.6% of
sex workers (UNAIDS 2020). USAID’s HIV/AIDS prevention programs and funds are
concentrated on key populations (Regional Meeting on Key Populations 2015, USAID 2021b).
Youth in southern regions also receive particular investment from the Senegalese state, in
collaboration with a host of international aid partners like IntraHealth, USAID, Marie Stopes, and
more; the Southern region of the Casamance, which includes the region of Kolda, is officially
marked and popularly stigmatized for its rates of of mariages précoces (“early marriages”) as
compared with the nation’s youth as a whole. When I began substantive fieldwork in Kolda, a
government report cited Kolda as the region with the highest early marriage rate in the country at
68% (Ministére de la femme, de la famille et de I’enfance 2016). While not framed as a key
population like MSM and sex workers, young women in regions like Kolda also received special
attention and funding; their youth needed to be protected, less they become pregnant while in
school, a fate which —as I had learned from preliminary fieldwork there — often kept young women
indoors, afraid to go outside, for fear of whispers and gossips: that is, fear that after losing sutura
through her sexual mishap, she would no longer receive the benefit of discretion from her peers
and community.

Sutura is a potent, complementary analytic to Charles Briggs and Clara Mantini-Briggs’
notion of “health/communicative inequities.” This term challenges the deep-seated binary
distinction between communication and health. It addresses how communicative and health
inequities “emerge simultaneously, one powerfully shaping the other and often exacerbating its
effects” (Briggs and Mantini-Briggs 2016) and call “health/communicative justice:” a term that
reflects how health inequality is co-constituted by the valuation of particular modes of
communication over others (Briggs and Mantini-Briggs 2016). Transgression of sutura, as Mills
argues, was a dual transgression: communicative excess and bodily contagion. Indeed, for the
géwel, these two ills were inextricably linked. One signaled the presence of the other. They did not
exist apart.

Sutura brings into frame how the marginalization of particular embodied performances and the
marginalization of particular modes of communication happen in concert. That is, sutura — its
history, its direct invocations, its implicit animation of social relations — magnify the co-
constitution of health inequities and communicative inequities. Moreover, sutura brings together
queer theory and the concept of health/communicative inequity. The alignment between sutura

13 Public health and non-profit agencies also note health disparities between rural and urban Senegalese, between
men and women, and between criminalized populations and the general population (See Diouf 2007).
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and public health governance of key populations will provide an analytic to think through the
heteronormative operation of health/communicative inequities.

Chapter divisions mirror the ways that sutura is invoked to divide Senegalese people into
groups based on their perceived discretion or lack thereof. | divided the chapters to show how
public health agencies designate different “populations” based on HIV/AIDS risk — to
themselves and to the population génerale (“general population,”) from which certain groups are
analytically distinguished. Each group has a particular relationship to sutura, and a particular
role in the governance of digital life and/or sexual health. Thus the chapter divisions reflect
resonances between sutura and the governance of sexually stigmatized and/or “vulnerable”
populations.

The first chapter explores sex education programs devoted to forging modern, ethical
media subjects. The second explores how queer men’s online labor became crucial to a disease-
containment project crucial to the nation’s position. The third and fourth chapters both address
sex work, and pornography in particular — deemed the most indiscreet form of sex work and, to
the extent that sutura secures national belonging, the least Senegalese. Of course, the circulation
of ideas, people, and digital artifacts trouble such boundaries. Indeed, the very tenuousness of
these boundaries — between discreet and indiscreet media practice or between ethical and
unethical relationships to pornography — provides insight into the relationship between sutura,
public health governance, and digital circulation of images, bodies and persons.

“Queer”: a Paradox with Possibility

In this dissertation, queer is a paradoxical analytic. On the one hand, | use the term
“queer” to highlight transgression. For this | follow Sokari Ekine and Hakima Abbas, for whom
“queer” serves “to underscore a perspective that embraces gender and sexual plurality and seeks
to transform, overhaul, and revolutionize African order rather than seek to assimilate into
oppressive hetero-patriarchal-capitalist frameworks” (Ekine and Abbas 2013:3). “Queer” can
index transformation or the aspiration to transform. When | speak of queer digital intimacy or
queer online practices, | mean that these intimacies and practices rub up against repronormative
notions of futurity, time, nation, or health communication; that is, they rub up against
“reproductive futurism” (Edelman 2004). In this vision of the future, “the child” must be
protected, and the child embodies the possibility of a future itself. Queer online practices are
those that rub up against normative ideals of intimacy and the national imaginaries grounded in
those ideals.

The “dissident” in “digital dissident” indexes this friction. Digital dissident sex workers
“queer” digital practice if that digital practice transgresses normative ideals of intimacy that
ground an imagined national future in a particular model of the family.* Likewise, I will devise
the term “queer biocommunicability” to describe how digital dissidents transgress normative
ideals of how one should signify about and through the body in the name of health. “Queer,” in
this sense, connotes that which counters those intersectional oppressions — racial capitalist,

14 Both the figure of the sex worker and the figure of /’homosexuel trouble ideals of the procreating family as the
bedrock of national progress. Scholars who develop queer analytics for sex work point out that sex work often
“queers” the family; for example, sex work forces us to consider transaction and emotional attachment together, the
political economy of intimacy, among other notions that expose the fragility of our national/normative ideals of
intimate life (Laing, Pilcher and Smith 2015).
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patriarchal, heteronormative— that make it harder for my interlocutors to live, work, plan, and
play.

(Unlike Ekine and Abbas, | do also occasionally use “queer” as “a nonexhaustive
umbrella for non-heteronormative sexualities and gender identities” (Nyek 2020, 1). But | have
found that I gravitate to the term queer over, say, MSM or LGBTQ+, when someone’s non-
heteronormative sexuality expresses, enacts, or otherwise is deeply linked to particular dissident.
In the work that follows, the two uses of the term queer often if not always overlap.)

On the other hand, digital dissidents also uphold the normative ideals they transgress.
First, they do so as a foil, a figure against which pedagogical actors can craft normative ideals of
digital intimacy and good media subjecthood. As a foil, they are made to stand for the unruly
network promiscuity that sex ed programs, among other pedagogical forms, seek to tame. Here |
am also indebted to Senegalese scholars who have traced the historical formation of the figure of
“the homosexual” in Senegal (M’baye 2013). Logics that position sex workers and gay men as
digital dissidents are not, or at least are not primarily, about sex. As the ongoing effects of
structural adjustment policies render intimate life highly uncertain (Archambault 2017, Meiu
2020), there may be a need for a figure, an Other, who can crystallize the anxieties this
uncertainty produces. The figure of the digital dissident, like the figure of the homosexual,
fulfills this role. The digital dissident distills apprehensions about, among other things, network
promiscuity (cf. Payne 2014), that potential for multiple, diffuse online attachments that
threatens an already-tenuous hold on the ideal of la vie privée (“private life”) as a distinct sphere
that can be secured and defended.

Digital dissidents also uphold the heteronormative order of things through their online
labor. For example, in chapter two, MSM peer educators used expressions of playful queer
eroticism — precisely that which transgresses ideals of digital intimate conduct — to achieve
desired health metrics of HIVV/AIDS prevention. Queer erotic expression and play help achieve a
disease prevention project that, | show, reiterates heteronormative logics of containment.

Is “queer” merely a structural trap? Is there a way out of this paradox, by which digital
dissidence both transgresses and upholds heteronormative ideals of morality, ethics, and digital
intimacy? If, by “way out,” we wish to transcend constraint, we set ourselves up for frustration.
But other scholars of gender in Senegal, following thinkers like Saba Mahmood (2004), suggest
that this liberal ideal of freedom is hardly the only way to think about agency and embodied
labor (Gilbert 2017, Packer 2019). Gilbert and Packer both decenter a structure/agency lens on
heteronormative patriarchy. For Packer, transgressive gendered performance by women soccer
players increases their suffering. Within these women’s Sufi ethos, suffering brings them closer
to God. Thus, by engendering suffering, performances of gender dissidence help them cultivate
ethical Muslim selfhood (Packer 2019). Queerness transgresses but does not transcend.
Moreover, it is this very lack of transcendence that, by enabling suffering, yields a political
subjectivity at once dissident and pious.

Not unlike these soccer players, many of my interlocutors experience possibility within
the paradoxical conditions of queer digital intimacy. Two thinkers are particularly helpful in
articulating this kind of possibility: Jose Esteban Mufioz on queer futurity and Naisargi Dave on
queer ethics. For Mufioz, queer futurity is about the kind of possibility that has not yet arrived. It
cannot be actualized within the current configuration of power relations. Yet this possible world
can be sensed, glimpsed, or even sensorily felt in the present moment, often through aesthetic
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practices or performance (Mufioz 2009). Queer futurity dwells in the realm of the virtual: a space
differentiated from the actual, but real all the same (Deleuze 1997).

MSM peer educators feel a possible queer future in the present through activist projects.
As | explore in chapter two, they envision their own NGO. In this NGO, digital play and
connection and eroticism are not means to an end. They will indeed inform and educate. But
erotic play and expression also enact a community of support and mutual aid. While positioned
at odds with sutura’s heteronormative discretion, this erotic play in fact enacts protection, a
value at the core of sutura itself. The eroticism deemed dissident in fact embodies the ethic of
sutura. But this activist project cannot be funded in the present. (Currently, the project has been
waylaid for other reasons, too; digital association seems just too dangerous, given threats of
digital surveillance and exposure). Yet this not-yet-arrived possibility can be glimpsed in the
present: in brainstorm sessions, on parchment paper mind maps, on excited discussions about
what they could do with $1000, and in eruptions of applause when someone makes a good
suggestion. It is also glimpsed in the present through online interactions with sex ed
interlocutors. Solidarity emerges in these interactions, too: not in the formalized sense of a
funded mutual aid network with a president and treasurer, but through moments of palpable,
virtual connection.

For digital dissidents, queer futurity is coterminous with queer ethics. When the two
coincide, ethical projects approach what Naisargi Dave calls a “radical ethic” (Dave 2010: 373).
To understand queer activisms in India, Dave turns to Foucault’s “ethical turn” in his second
volume of The History of Sexuality (Foucault 1985). Drawing on this ethical turn, Dave makes a
distinction between sexual morality — something more fixed, calcified, policed by institutions —
and ethics, emergent and shifting with the demands of everyday life. And bringing in Mufioz,
ethics also shift with the everyday demands to imagine a possible future. Moreover, the “depth of
radical imaginary possibility within the workings of power is the space of the ethical” (Dave
2010:371). Rather than sitting outside present moral imperatives, the very impact, the weight, the
intensity, of sexual morality as a presence in activists’ lives creates the conditions for their
“radical ethic.” The moral weight of sutura creates the conditions for MSM activists to
problematize its conventional forms and imagine it otherwise: as an ethic of community
protection and mutual aid. The moral weight of sutura animates a “radical imaginary
possibility:” the root of both queer ethics and queer futurity.

To sum up, the term “queer” invokes this paradox and its possibility. When I refer to sex
workers and MSM activists as queer, or their digital practices as queer digital practices, or their
modes of signifying about the body as queer biocommunicability, | indicate both the
transgression-reinforcement paradox that ensnares them, but also the possibility this trap leaves
open. This possibility sits in Dave’s “space of the ethical.” It is the chance to critically reflect
upon sutura’s moral imperatives. Indeed, those whose everyday ethics differ most sharply from
idealized sexual morality might be best primed to “invent[t] formerly unimaginable possibilities
(Dave 373). MSM digital activists are able understand that their online erotic play with
interlocutors does something their NGO funder does not recognize within the NGO’s moral (and
financial, and epidemiological) imperatives. “Inventing” once impossible futures reaches beyond
present moral imperatives into the realm of the not-yet, but also creates something real in the
now; MSM activists can sense and feel this possible future in the trust and connection that
develops in online play. The ephemerality of these online solidarities highlights the barriers to
erecting and institutionalizing an NGO, but also enacts the kind of connection-building that this
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NGO is all about. Radical possibility can be felt in moments of online play and connection in
which strangers come close.

A Queer Analytic for Health/Communicative Justice

Sutura is more than an object of study. It is also an analytic framework that magnifies the
heteronormative operation of health/communicative inequities. As mentioned above, digital
dissidents are construed to have both excessive communication practices and improperly public
bodies. I develop the framework of “queer biocommunicability” to articulate how particular modes
of health communication are devaluated within heteronormative regimes of care. This devaluation
may be stoked by anxieties about “network promiscuity” (Payne 2014); fears that social media’s
capacity for multiple affective attachments and split attention could destabilize the couple form,
the boundaries around “the intimate,” or even a nation’s future, if that future is tied to particular
notions of family and intimacy.

Embracing queer biocommunicability — forms of health communication deemed excessively
or improperly embodied — may be crucial to ensuring that digital communications promote, rather
than impede, health equity. For example, in chapter two, a conventional model of health
communication bifurcates information from erotics, language from embodiment. This replicates
the intransigent opposition between “health” and ‘“communication.” In a form of “queer
biocommunicability,” peer educators create erotically seductive digital personae. Construed by
some as overly embodied language at odds with sutura, digital seductions actually facilitate
effective health communication by maintaining beneficiaries’ attention during pedagogical
interactions. Seduction helps the NGO reach its health metrics. Desire yields data. Embracing the
embodied nature of health communication promotes health outcomes for this “key population.”

To separate health and communication as analytically distinct entities would obscure what
makes digital activist labor distinct: both distinctly important and distinctly threatening to the
heteronormative status quo. The concept of queer biocommunicability counters this unproductive
analytical distinction, and highlights how health/communicative inequities can reflect, construct,
and lend the appearance of reality to heteronormative hierarchy.

Within peer educators’ definition of sutura, digital communication is health. In 2016, they
brainstormed guidelines for an independent NGO. Their mission statement reanimated sutura’s
other valence: community protection. Pseudonyms protect themselves and others. Erotic seduction
attracts young people into mutual aid networks. Thus, activists contend, seductive health
communication does not transgress sutura; it exemplifies sutura. Moreover, digital connectivity is
not just a medium for linear information transmission from experts to patients. Rather, for activists,
digital connectivity constitutes care in and of itself. Sutura does not only challenge the
health/communication split; it reimagines what constitutes care in digital health practice.

Much as digital dissidents are well-placed to imagine alternative approaches to digital privacy,
they are also well placed to imagine alternative approaches to digital health. Since their bodies are
highly marked, deemed always-already too embodied, too erotic, they recognize and experience
the co-constitution of language and body. Their digital communication is deemed too embodied.
But rather than shy away from this, and try to bifurcate “information” from eroticism, they lean
into that co-constitution of body and text. For it is the eroticism of language, and the embodied
nature of information, that makes digital health approaches work. And MSM peer educators use
sutura as an analytical framework to articulate why this is the case. Digital dissidents leverage the
very site of their marginalization — sutura — to promote health/communicative justice. Their vision
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could be instructive to digital health practitioners, and anyone else interested in how digital
communication strategies can hinder or promote health equity.

Colonialism, Sutura, and Ethnographic Positionality

Sutura’s history is intertwined with the colonization of Senegal and its legacies. As a
white American ethnographer, my presence created opportunities for more explicit discussion of
such colonial histories and presents than might otherwise occur. For example, as | explore in
chapter three, my presence as a white US anthropologist viewing porn images of Black women
provided occasions for vendors to comment on histories of racialized visual engagement with
African women’s bodies.

Sutura itself developed from a combination of precolonial ethics and Muslim norms of
modesty (Mills 2011, Packer 2019). While a deep engagement with the colonial historicity of
visuality and commodification in Senegal goes beyond the scope of this introduction, | note here
that French colonialism in Senegal consolidated focus on women’s discretion. Discretion, in fact,
was a technique of disciplinary control. By the postwar era, disciplining family life had become a
key disciplinary tactic by the French colonial regime. The virtuous wife had become the pillar of
the “modern African family;” she stabilized both the family and the nation (Fouquet 2011, Yade
2007). This discrete wife and mother had economic importance to French West Africa (AOF);
stable families nourished productive workers (Fouquet 2011: 319, Yade 2007). So not only did
she symbolize the modern colony, her virtue and discretion maximized the value to be
expropriated from the colonized labor force.

In contrast, promiscuity destabilized families, AOF colonial administration posited,
leading to less productive workers (Fouquet 2011: 322). The discrete wife did not circulate in
urban spaces at night, lest she be mistaken for a “fille de la nuit” (girl of the night). This term for
sex worker conveys the conflation between promiscuity and indiscreet movement outside the
home (Fouquet 2011, see also Coly 2014). Colonizers frequently conflated social and spatial
mobility with sex work; both exemplified indiscretion.

Elsewnhere, too, respectability politics respond to imperialist hypersexualization of Black
women (Miller-Young 2014, Nash 2014). In Senegal, digital age sutura responds to and
remediates the opposition between indiscreet “fille de la nuit” and modest wife. The uses and
ethics of digital porn exemplify this dynamic. For example, in chapter three, I describe how
Senegalese women purchase clothing and bedsheets printed with photographs of porn actors —
those digital dissidents that epitomize indiscretion. When deployed in the context of marriage,
this fabric remediation of digital dissident labor actually contributes to the wearer’s piety, insofar
as a strong marriage brings one closer to God. This dynamic of “virtuous vulgarity” mobilizes
the moral otherness of porn actors to cultivate digital intimate ethics for the wearer of these
draps porno. Virtuous vulgarity relies upon the promiscuity/discretion opposition, mobilizing it
through novel forms of digital embodiment in which a virtuous woman wraps images of a digital
dissident around the curves of her own body.

For many interlocutors, Sutura is a quintessentially Senegalese value, co-constitutive of
Senegalese identity and national belonging. This reification is part of colonialism’s legacy. The
colonial apparatus covers its tracks, obscuring its own influence on respectability politics. This
parallels how, in porn’s sexual economies in the United States, essentialist claims to Black
female hypersexuality conceal this ideology’s origins in the selling, forced migration, and forced
labor of human beings (Miller-Young 2014), when commodified Black bodies were desired for
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the transgressive pleasure of contact with the less-than-human (cf. Spillers 1987). My own
viewership of these images in draps porno provides small moments where colonial influence on
discretion — and in turn, its influence on the high stakes of making vulgarity virtuous — comes
into the light. My presence animates more direct conversation about the intensity and repetition
of white viewership of Black women’s bodies. Sutura’s colonial past and present asserts itself in
moments spread across this dissertation.

Object, Ethic, Method

Between 2015 and 2019, | divided my 20 months of fieldwork in Senegal between
Islamic and NGO sex education programs, informal networks of urban sex workers who produce
or engage with porn images, and a digital health NGO working with MSM. This multi-sited
approach reflects how sutura crosscuts multiple sectors of Senegalese society.

Sutura is both an object of study and a methodological imperative. Exposure of my
interlocutors’ sexual practices or identities could bring discrimination or violence. This
necessitated collaborative ethnography. For example, in my work with queer digital health
activists, we examined their archive of digital health conversations together. If they considered a
conversation indiscreet, they instructed me to look away. These gaps and silences did not hinder
inquiry. Rather, they revealed the presence and effects of sutura.

My methodology emphasizes participatory research at every point of the research
process: from the formulation of research questions, to data collection and analysis, to
evaluation. Participatory design sessions proved particularly useful. For example, in a human
centered design workshop at a youth center in Kolda, Senegal, teens devised a peer-led education
module called “sutura and Facebook.” This module both shaped actual sex education pedagogy
in Kolda and informed the guiding research questions for this project.

Following a summer of follow-up research in 2019, I continued to correspond with
several of my key interlocutors via WhatsApp calls and voice messages. They kept me up to date
on emerging developments, such as the rise in image-based abuse against (presumed) queer men,
through publishing acts of violence against them online. We also discussed how the COVID-19
pandemic shaped work and everyday life. For example, sex worker interlocutors like Mame
Diarra shared how the closing of bars and restaurants in the pandemics’ early lockdowns pushed
a shift to online sex work, mostly via video and phone calls. This provided some harm reduction
measures against COVID infection but increased other risks and harms: risks to digital sutura.
These threads deserve deeper analysis. For now, rich fieldwork on digital dissidence in a time of
COVID goes beyond the scope of this dissertation, which is primarily based on fieldwork
conducted between 2015 and 2019. However, in our continued correspondence after primary
fieldwork, my interlocutors periodically reflected in WhatsApp conversations on what had
changed with the pandemic. As it has for many of us, abrupt changes in how we communicate,
interact, and protect our health draw experiences in the “before times” (e.g., pre-COVID) into
relief. The pandemic periodically enters the narrative in this capacity, providing seeds for future
fieldwork, and moments of retrospective reflection on fieldwork past.

Digital Privacy
The centrality of sutura across so many institutional sites, coupled with the rich historical
work that has been conducted on the ethic, makes Senegal a powerful place to explore an issue
that affects anyone who engages in digitally mediated interactions: the insufficiency of current
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privacy policies and laws to ensure we retain agency over the circulation of our digital data,
bodies, and selves. Multi-disciplinary research has amply illustrated that individualist approaches
to privacy are insufficient. Emphasizing individual internet users’ awareness and responsibility
of various permissions and disclosures obscures the nature of “networked privacy;” privacy
depends in part on the actions of members of family, friends, kin, community, and broader
networks of relations (Marwick and boyd 2014). This has spurred some scholars of cybersecurity
to think about privacy as a civil right (Baik 2021), “collective privacy” (Mantalero 2017),
privacy as a common good (Regan 2002), and a “relational theory” of data governance that
decenters the emphasis on the individual “user” (Viljoen 2020). In turn, there have been calls to
“decolonize privacy;” this would mean seeking models of personhood and relationality outside
Europe and the United States on which to base data protection approaches. Calls for “non-elite
conceptualizations of social media privacy” similarly look to historically marginalized
communities — such as those who bear disproportionate burdens of digital surveillance — for
guiding approaches to data protection (Quinn, Epstein and Moon 2019).

Indeed, Senegalese queer digital activists and porn performers know that whether droit a
la vie privée (“right to private life”) is considered a collective right or an individual
responsibility depends on one’s position in sutura’s gendered hierarchy. Digital dissidents’ keen
perspectives, especially their active transformations and reclamations of sutura as collective
protection, make sutura more than a “case study” of privacy. Digital dissidents’ navigation of
sutura may point to alternative digital futures, futures in which privacy is not an individual
responsibility or burden, but a form of mutual aid.

Pornography as a Topic of Anthropological Inquiry

Little ethnographic work has been conducted on pornography outside Europe and North
America, with a few notable exceptions (Hoek 2013, Hoek 2019). In a follow up article about the
digitization of Bangladeshi “cut pieces,” Hoek thinks carefully about porn as boundary maker.
Which boundary becomes salient to makers, distributers and/or viewers is contingent on a range
of factors, including material mode of producing and distributing porn (Hoek 2019). | build upon
this line of inquiry. National belonging becomes a key interpretive framework for pornography.
Orientations to porn —among its producers, consumers, and those who identify as neither but
nevertheless interact with the conceptual category —presents valuable insights into the
relationship between digital image-making, viewing, and national belonging.

Scholars of porn have highlighted the need to “internationalize porn studies,” inviting
researchers to study porn contexts outside European and North American in order to interrogate
broad themes like technology, rights discourses, obscenity, and personhood (Jacobs 2014).
Likewise, recent scholarship has also highlighted the need to center pornography as a “proper”
subject of anthropological and/or ethnographic inquiry (Friend 2021b, Miller-Young 2014,
Padgett 2019). Indeed, pornography is a topic that engages fundamental anthropological interests
in personhood and exchange.

However, definitions of what constitutes “ethnographic” porn research must be
contextually attuned if we are to fulfill both of these needs at once. Ethnographic research cannot
always involve set visits. The contours of the field site for porn research must be informed by
those to whom illicit images matter. In contexts where ethics like sutura actively work to
obfuscate the links between making, viewing, and transforming illicit images, ethnographic
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fieldwork cannot — and perhaps should not — make these links legible. Revealing these links
undermines sutura’s protective dimension.

Sutura and porn formed a mobius strip. When one was palpably present or explicitly
discussed, the other exerted its force. With guidance from Penda and others, my “on the ground”
ethnography of porn in Senegal engaged a wide range of actors invested in crafting ethical
orientations to illicit images. If porn is about the “frenzy of the visible,” the drive to maximize
display (Williams 1989), | focus on the experiences of digital dissidents who alternately conceal
and reveal the hypervisible. They do so as they produce, work with, and circulate porn images, or
as they consider what it might mean to pursue work with porn. By zooming in on moments and
sites where sutura exerts its force, in dialogue with longstanding literatures on secrecy in West
Africa, | show glimpses, shadows, and traces of the hypervisible.

Analysis of porn is part and parcel of analysis of Muslim ethics of digital image
interaction. Technology does not only mediate Islam; technologies, forms, and practices of
mediation are crucial to how people cultivate piety (Buggenhagen 2010, Hirschkind 2006). This
literature foregrounds those perceived to have successfully cultivated piety through technology,
including those who refute claims that social media undermines Islamic ethics (Husein and
Slama 2018). Few scholars explore media practices of ethical outsiders. Ethical outsiders are the
focal point of my study. First, understanding their aspirations and ordinary ethics is important in
and of itself. | integrate digital media — and pornography in particular, as quintessential high-risk
digital activity — into the ongoing effort to understand how people at the margins of moral virtue
cultivate dignity and ethical selves, often torn between more stable “moral imperatives” and the
shifting ethical demands of everyday life (Dave 2010).

Speaking about porn and ethics can trigger pained flashbacks to the “sex wars:” debates
that split scholars into pro- and anti-porn camps, and devoted a great deal of time to securing a
definition of pornography (Padgett 2019). But porn ethics need not follow this script. On the
contrary, following my interlocutors’ lead, I explore their nuanced efforts to forge ethical
orientations to digitally distributed intimate images, and how these orientations shape broader
understandings of digital personhood and sexual ethics. In doing so, I expand the terrain of “on
the ground” porn studies to include not just porn actors and producers, as in Mireille Miller-
Young’s groundbreaking work with Black American porn performers and directors (Miller-
Young 2014), but a broader range of actors: both those empowered to define ethical standards for
others, and those living at the margins of the ethical.

Digital Intimate Citizenship

My work on digital intimate citizenship is indebted to George Paul Meiu’s elegant
synthesis of recent work on intimate publics and intimate citizenship (Meiu 2000). Under late
capitalism, intimate life is often the basis for political recognition, rather than or in addition to
collective civic participation (Berlant 1998). Berlant and Warner’s (1998) term “intimate public”
captures this process whereby, contrary to the conception of a neat public/private divide,
managing the intimate domain of the private becomes the very condition of public participation
and recognition. An intimate public describes a “nation whose survival depends on . . . the inti-
mate domains of the quotidian” (Berlant 1998: 4; cited in Meiu 2020).

The economic impact of structural adjustment policies rendered the domain of family life
one of acute anxiety and uncertainty (Thomson, Kentikelenis and Stubbs 2017). This anxiety,
coupled with political pressures for leaders to drum up a scapegoat for economic suffering,
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places particular pressure on racial or sexual Others. These Others become figured as dangerous
threats onto whom are displaced a wide range of anxieties; alternately, these figures become
positioned as Other precisely through this process of displacement (Partridge 2012, Mack 2016).
The figure of the “homosexual” has played this role in Senegalese politics from the colonial
period to the present, positioned as “strangers in their own land” (M’Baye 2013: 109).

Media studies scholarship has insightfully adapted notions of intimate publics or public
intimacy for social media practices. Authors trace the transformations and iterations of intimate
publics and public intimacy into the terrain of social media (Dobson 2018, Elliot 2018, Evans
and Riley 2018). Critical analysts of social media (and digital media more broadly) have
illustrated the intermingling and co-constitution of family and civic participation, labor and
intimacy on social media platforms. Digital intimate publics entail public participation through
the digital circulation of intimate data, images, or information. Illusions of a neat separation
between “publicity” and “intimacy,” or public and private, become increasingly difficult to
uphold (Dobson et al 2018). Crucially, the implications of this are unequally distributed across
lines of race, class, ethnicity and sexuality; for the already sexually marginalized, digital public
intimacy is often moralized as “excess” — as overwrought emotion, unseemly “oversharing,” or
the improper circulation of what is properly private (Payne 2014). Yet it is precisely such intense
affects that fuel social media usage and thus undergird the platforms themselves (Dobson 2018).
Indeed, as members of the hacker//hustler collective note, sex work helped build the internet; this
makes the deplatforming of sex workers all the more egregious (Stardust, Garcia, Eguatu, Yin Q
2021). This invites parallels with sutura and digital dissidents. In section one, profits derived
either directly or indirectly (e.g., via international aid and NGO networks) via social media
monetization depend on users marginalized as excessively connected. This pairing of
dependence and marginalization will become important to analyzing digital intimate citizenship
among digital dissidents who work with or produce illicit images.

Queer theoretical work on digital intimacy and digital intimate publics have concentrated
their analytical frameworks and case studies in the Global North. This limits the scope of their
engagement with colonial histories and lived presents that, as Section Il shows, directly come to
bear on experiences and imaginaries of digital intimacy. To address this blind spot, | draw on
longstanding bodies of work on secrecy in Africa, and particularly, George Paul Meiu’s
contemporary work in Kenya. Meiu repositions homophobic violence in Kenya within a broader
set of practices he calls “intimate exposure,” performative acts of unmasking the intimate that
draw attention to the purportedly “hidden” practices of moral decay lurking behind national
ideals of propriety.

| use the term “digital intimate citizenship” to capture the productive intersection of
Meiu’s line of inquiry and Dobson’s. This term is a composite of digital intimate public and
intimate citizenship. Digital intimate citizenship captures the process by which moral belonging
and/or national belonging depend on how one manages the digital production and circulation of
intimate images or information, including but not limited to sexual images.

Digital intimate citizenship affects diverse digital dissidents. Porn actors confront claims
that their acts of circulating intimate images online exclude them from moral belonging and
legible Senegalese femininity. These interlocutors negotiate and expand sutura, making it
capacious enough to accommodate their digital intimate labor. They reinterpret its enabling
assumptions to claim digital intimate citizenship. For those who circulate porn images but do not
identify as sex workers, nationality is a key framework for interpreting porn images and the
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ethics of digital image-making more broadly. For teenagers, especially jeunes filles (“young
girls”), I show that becoming modern media/sexual subjects is part and parcel of their role as
symbols of Senegalese modernity.

Digital intimate citizenship forms a backdrop for a HIVV/AIDS prevention program
employing gay men to conduct online peer education. Online expressions of queer eroticism help
them reach their target numbers of messages sent and interlocutors reached. As Marlee Tichenor
has shown, the production of health data and “tightly regulated evidence” is crucial for Senegal
to procure and maintain global aid funding (Tichenor 2016:105). If queer expression and play
online help MSM peer educators reach data benchmarks, then this queer digital intimacy in fact
becomes linked to a national investment in health metrics. While queer online eroticism might
render peer educators digital intimate non-citizens, it is precisely this eroticism that makes them
important to national health projects.

A Note about Belonging and Citizenship

At times, I will move between the terms “belonging” and “citizenship.” Both, for my
purposes, highlight processes of inclusion and exclusion. Belonging is “an ongoing negotiation
of who has a right to be included, who may claim such rights, and who may not” (Meiu 2017: 5).
Belonging highlights “collective repertoires for defining, legitimating, and exercising the rights
of some bodies against others” (Sheller 2012: 21: cited in Meiu 2017:5). Sutura, as digital
dissidents experience it, differentiates bodies with a right to protection from unwanted online
exposure and circulation from those who lack that right.

Amid a proliferation of “citizenships” — e.g., biological (Petryna 2002, Rose and Novas
2004), therapeutic (Nguyen 2010), and intimate (Plummer 2003, Meiu 2020) — | do not wish to
simply add one more term to the list. But “citizenship” is useful for a few reasons. First, it is
helpful to think of digital privacy and its gendered, exclusionary force in terms of rights and
responsibilities. As digital dissidents understand better than anyone, whether digital privacy is
considered collective right or individual responsibility depends on one’s position in sutura’s
gendered hierarchy. As in the disturbing taxi episode, some people are considered to lack the
right to digital privacy (or privacy whatsoever) due to sexual orientation. They do not warrant
sutura’s protection.

Citizenship — and rights/responsibilities discourse — will ultimately help me link
discussions of sutura as unequally distributed collective protection to applied, policy
conversations about digital privacy policy at this dissertation’s conclusion. Digital intimate
citizenship facilitates translational work between sutura as collective protection, and
conversations about digital privacy as mutual aid.

Second, it magnifies links between right/responsibility discourses and dynamics of
nationality and self-making, the latter of which are so central to digital dissidents’ engagement
with online sociality and expression. For example, I will discuss a case study in which a porn
website misattributes one’s nationality in addition to posting a video without that person’s
consent. To draw from Ong’s formulation, one’s national affiliation, and self-making as someone
valuing sutura, is literally made up within web(sites) of power. Digital intimate citizenship helps
me make the connection between this painful process and the rights/responsibility discourses that
hold sway for policy makers who have stated (if not actualized) commitments to preventing such
violations. In summary, digital intimate citizenship is a term that will allow me to move between
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interlocutors’ experiences of exclusion from sutura’s protection, to policy conversations about
what equitable digital privacy protections might look like.

Chapter Overview

The first chapter focuses on a group whose sutura, honor, and digital ethics must be
protected: jeunes filles (“young women”). | explore sex education pedagogies used to forge
modern media and sexual subjects. This exploration foregrounds the national ideals of normative
digital intimacy to which digital dissident practices are compared.

The chapter traces media ideologies, artifacts and practices across multiple sites of
pedagogy. These sites include NGO and government funded youth centers in the southern region
of Kolda, community-based organizations, and Islamic youth groups. Across these sites, young
women are instructed to “break taboos” about sexuality, all while retaining sutura.

Digital media is both a topic of ethical debate, and a pedagogical tool for developing
embodied dispositions of ethical media-sexual subjects. | trace the circulation of online animated
videos, characters, and games used in sex ed programs in government and NGO-funded health
centers as well as in community-based organizations. With titles such as corps (“body™),
sexualité (“sexuality”), and pairs (“peers”), these materials feature a host of animated characters.
Some characters model the embodied dispositions with which one should view — and speak about
— digitally remediated images. Others stand as “traditional” foils for these modern subjects. Here,
modern sexual subjects are modern media subjects.

Online pedagogical materials construct and model a particular model of health
communication. This particular biocommunicable model — that is, a metapragmatic model of
how health knowledge is produced and circulated (Briggs and Hallin 2007) — bifurcates
information and desire, particularly regarding images. A modern, ethical sexual subject should
be able to look at a diagram of anatomy that includes animated depictions of a woman’s breasts
without flinching. To speak unflinchingly and knowledgably about STDs, sexual desire, puberty,
and other topics is not a transgression of sutura; on the contrary, it is through awareness raising
with purportedly value-free “information” about the relationship between media and sex (among
other topics) that unwanted pregnancies will be prevented, and young women’s honor — and
sutura — will be protected. | watch these videos in situ with youth peer educators, exploring how
the metapragmatic model of health communication emerges in dynamic interaction with
everyday events of engaging pedagogical media, and everyday events of “breaking taboo.”

Given that the authorized model of digital health communication bifurcates information
from desire, one might expect pornography to have no place in either sanctioned sex ed
pedagogy or sanctioned sexual subjectivity. In fact, “porn” — a concept defined in multiple and
contested ways — does have a place. Pedagogical engagements with “porn” sometimes involve
moral denunciation, but they rarely stop there. Interlocutors entertain the possibility of porn as
harm reduction and debate the moral status of digitally mediated bodies as opposed to those “in
the flesh.” Invoking Islam as a religion that “has no taboos,” awareness-raising sessions held by
youth center peer educators and Islamic youth groups actively seek and debate the ethical
implications of digitally remediated bodies and acts of viewership.

Often propelled by humor, the sex educators in this chapter engage thoughtful
discussions of porn’s complexities. Such discussions mark a contrast to US and Canadian
discourses of porn as, in and of itself, a public health crisis (Webber and Sullivan 2018). They
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also illustrate the possibility for conversations about pornography ethics to exceed a pro-porn vs
anti-porn dualism.

Chapter two follows a group of queer men who conduct HIV/AIDS peer education on
online dating websites, first with funding from an NGO, and then independently. The NGO
program is no longer active. And due to increasing fears of online violence, the activists have
directed their energies to other advocacy tactics. This chapter is a window into what online
advocacy used to look like. It is also a window into hopes and aspirations that persist, amid
decreasing odds that they will be actualized through a formalized program or agenda.

“Men who have Sex with Men” (MSM) are one of the populations clés (key populations)
in public health programs. These activists were once employed to conduct online health
education. They conducted this work with full knowledge of sutura’s paradox: queer Senegalese
are more vulnerable to unwanted online exposure and violence, but they also are more likely to
be blamed for lacking sutura. Indeed, this logic infuses a set of stated and implicit expectations
that privilege a de-eroticized, purely informational digital self as proper sex education
messenger, even on dating websites where erotically charged communication is common
practice. Especially among NGO funders, information is framed as a bulwark against claims that
the program “promotes homosexuality.” Much like notions of health information in chapter one,
this presupposes that information is affectively neutral and value-free. This metapragmatic
bifurcation of information and desire is not only impractical in online health communication; it
also jeopardizes health outcomes. Online peer educators who eschew all erotic expression or
flirtation struggle to attract and maintain online interlocutors’ attention long enough to assess
whether their messages about HIV testing, prevention, and treatment have been understood and
are likely to be applied in interlocutors’ daily lives.

In fact, online queer eroticism deemed “indiscreet” advances a disease containment
project, a project central to Senegal’s international positioning. This online eroticism, part of
what I call “queer biocommunicability,” helps the activists and their funders pursue their goals of
reaching desired disease-prevention metrics. Expressions of queer eroticism — precisely that
which is widely deemed anti-sutura — is more effective at sustaining interlocutors’ interest. This
allows peer educators to make sure their interlocutors understand the information and assess
whether they have the support to use that information to seek adequate care. In short, queer erotic
expression advances health goals. Desire yields the data. In a country where health metrics are
crucial to the nation’s positioning in international aid circles (Tichenor 2016), queer
biocommunicability advances a health project that is important to the nation’s present and future.
| explore the resonance between this interdependence and earlier forms of interdependence
between géwel and sutura-possessing Senegalese. Online queer eroticism in fact reinforces a
health project that is rooted in a heteronormative project of containing queer bodies and queer
communication. But in line with queer ethics and queer futurity, online peer educators can
glimpse a possible future beyond this paradox. In moments of ephemeral connection with
interlocutors, they experience moments of solidarity. This solidarity, they argue, is what the ethic
of sutura is actually all about.

My interlocutors reject framings of online eroticism as indiscrete. On the contrary,
Activists believe they epitomize sutura’s ethics when they use pseudonyms and erotic identity
play. These practices protect themselves and their peers from unwanted exposure. Moreover, it is
these practices that help them attract online interlocutors to expand a community of support. The
activists frame sutura as collective protection. In doing so, they reanimate one of sutura’s key
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valences and expand it to include historically marginalized communities. Their reformulation of
sutura, | suggest, is, could help inspire an alternative vision of digital privacy as mutual aid.

| then turn to fieldwork conducted with women who sell sex and/or sell images of
digitally remediated sex. Pornography links chapters three and four. Porn performers are the
ultimate digital dissidents. They practice and monetize on/scenity. | address pornography less as
a category to be secured than as a powerful window into marginalized women’s ethical
negotiations of digital images, digital discretion, and national belonging.

In chapter three, porn actors’ digital dissident labor contributes to the material culture of
feminine piety. Géweél casted vendors sell bedsheets and lingerie printed with screenshots from
porn films to married women and newlyweds. Clients wrap photographs from the sex industry
around their beds or their own bodies. Within a particular logic of seduction, pleasing one’s
husband is central to piety (Gilbert 2017). Thus, sutura-violating porn images become integrated
into practices of cultivating feminine virtue. While sutura projects strict boundaries between the
discrete and the pornographic, material cultures of the digital tell a different story. As long as
these draps porno (porn sheets) are viewed only by vendors, the married couple and — in some
cases — an American ethnographer, porn and piety remain compatible. This is what I will call
“virtuous vulgarity.” Within sutura’s auspices, women can leverage porn’s on/scenity to build
graw (“hardcore”) eroticism. | show that by wearing photographs of digital dissidents, women
seek to consolidate moral legitimacy. In turn, this moral legitimacy may yield negotiating power
within patriarchal constraint.

The hardcore potency of draps porno does not just come from the shock of the
photographic. In dialogue with bell hooks’ concept of “eating the Other” — white consumption of
other ethnicities (hooks 1992) — | argue that wearing the Other derives power from eroticized
racial or national difference. As vendors market sheets with photographs of white bodies or
purportedly non-Senegalese African bodies, they both magnify and repurpose colonial histories
of reified difference.

In chapter four, I turn to the experiences and perspectives of sex workers themselves.
Through interviews and focus groups with sex workers within or adjacent to porn production, |
trace how they navigate and reshape digital-age sutura. How do they take advantage of the
economic opportunities of publicly circulating images of intimate acts, without sacrificing their
claims to sutura, honor, and femininity? Rather than rejecting sutura wholesale, they make
sutura more capacious to accommodate digital dissident labor. They take substantial risk through
porn to provide for their families. Since motherhood is crucial to Muslim femininity, they
contend, the risks they take for the good of their children prove their commitment to moral
femininity.

They also encounter the un-making of digital intimate citizenship through various digital
harms: for example, one woman has her nationality literally mis-labeled by a tag on a porn
website, inflicting a double assault to sutura through online exposure, on the one hand, and
through denial of national belonging, on the other. They also explicitly call people on the double
standard: why blame us for non-consensual exposure of our intimate lives?

In the case of Mame Diarra and others, sex workers enact sutura as collective protection,
embodied by the term “suturalante” (sutura each other).'> While the aforementioned double

15> Sex workers like Mame Diarra engage and discuss the benefits and risks of online sex work — and online activity
in general — amidst state and NGO-sponsored health programs for sex workers. Sex workers recognize the
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standard places a disproportionate burden of sutura on vulnerable groups like sex workers, by
educating each other and informing each other of the importance of doing so, they enact sutura
as mutual aid.

Some digital dissidents stretch or alter sutura’s definition to position themselves within
its auspices. Some, like Mame Diarra, transform it by reanimating and expanding its emphasis on
community protection. Interlocutors magnify and push back against the hypocritical
weaponization of sutura to non-consensually expose, rather than support, marginalized
communities. Some reclaim those digital practices that others may portray as lacking sutura —
too erotic, too exposed, too queer — as exemplars of sutura. | argue that these reclamations of the
ethic can inform both digital health practice and digital privacy policy making. Through their
expansions and interrogations of sutura, digital dissidents gesture to an alternative digital future,
one marked by the equal distribution of digital privacy, health, and protection.

importance of protecting one’s community from digital harms: a protection that may both advance and extends
beyond disease prevention goals.
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Interlude: The Kankourang

On my first day in the southern central town of Kolda, the director of the Centre Conseil
Ado (CCA) in Kolda did not have time to show me around. He was meeting with some national
NGO representatives. He delegated the task to Delphine, a 16 year-old dressed in a pink velour
jumpsuit. When we found a taxi, she insisted I sit in front as the guest and her elder.

“The CCA,” she said to the driver from the backseat, without looking up from her phone.

It is a cliché to fixate on members of “Gen Z” and their phones but, then again, the
mobile phone — its role in digital health, in aspirations for girls’ future and Senegal’s future —
was part of the reason | was here. While in Berkeley, I had stumbled upon “clickinfoado.sn,” an
online sex education platform. In collaboration with the Senegalese government, it was created
by the technology for development NGO RAES and a Dutch organization Butterfly Works,
based on a sex education curriculum by Population Council. I had been struck by how the site’s
animated cartoon video episodes modeled “proper” sexual behavior and media behavior in
tandem. Indeed, as | argue in this chapter, to become a good sexual subject requires becoming a
good media subject.

| had followed the clickinfoado cartoons to this youth health center. The man |
interviewed at the Ministry of Youth had said this CCA was the most dynamic of the adolescent
centers spread throughout the country, due in large part to Ahmed, the Kolda CCA’s director.
Ahmed trained peer educators like Delphine to lead community meetings in Kolda’s
neighborhoods on sexual and reproductive health topics.

I would later remark on Delphine’s almost encyclopedic knowledge of which restaurants
would let her charge her phone without buying anything. (She didn’t have electricity at home).
So “being on one’s phone all the time” is a significant achievement of resourcefulness and
persistence.

In addition to star peer educator status and an in at most restaurants in town, Delphine
also had top marks at school, a pile of badges from leadership conferences she’d attended, and an
impressive collection of lip glosses that she wore when not acting in official peer educator
capacity (makeup was not allowed when acting in official capacity as a CCA peer educator).

The taxi was slower and clunkier than the jakata motorcycles that darted by, driven by
young men in their teens or twenties, some of them Delphine’s classmates. We pulled up to the
CCA, a pink and white single-story building. It had a hand-written sign designating the Ministry
of Youth. I got out of the front seat and moved toward the wrought iron gate when Delphine said,
“there’s nothing going on today. We can do the tour another day.”

| would have to wait for another day to see the midwife’s waiting room with its stream of
Indian soap operas on the TV set, the counseling room with its shelves of pamphlets on STDs
and female genital cutting (FGC), or the mediation room, where an older man in his thirties
reconciled pregnant teens with their families. For now, | followed Delphine to the nearby open-
air stalls of used clothes and sundry household goods. Delphine flipped through stacks of used
jeans, teasing the owner that the price should be cut in half. Next door, she helped me halve the
price of a fan.

“I’1l find you a taxi,” she said. Apparently, that was it.

We returned to the paved road. Delphine insisted | wait for a taxi, not a jakata. So we started
walking in the direction of my hostel.
Suddenly, she grabbed my arm.
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“Run!” she shouted.®

With humidity worse than Dakar’s, | could not think of a less enticing prospect. | also
had no idea what we were running to, or from, and how a languorous stroll in town had yielded
this sudden urgency. But Delphine was undeniably cool. So I ran.

| trailed Delphine back through the market of fans and jeans, past the CCA, to a dirt road.

“Why are we running?” I shouted.

“It’s the kankourang! Women can’t see it!” Delphine shouted back.

What’s a kankourang” I thought. And why it was for men’s eyes only? But by now
Delphine was several strides ahead. | had the adrenaline of someone afraid, but without the
actual fear. I think I was grinning as | ran.

Delphine finally stopped running in front of an auto mechanic shop. She doubled over,
panting and laughing. I caught up to her and she used my shoulder to steady herself.
“Delphine,” I said, breathless. “What’s a kankourang?”

She slapped my back and laughed harder. Once she’d caught her breath, she told me the
short version. The Kankourang is a masked figure that accompanies young male initiates on their
circumcision ceremonies in la brousse.

“There are pictures on YouTube,” she added.
“But I thought women were not supposed to look at it?”

Delphine looked at me for a beat but didn’t answer. Did online mediation mitigate the
force of prohibition? She offered me a tissue to wipe my forehead. We walked back to the main
road.

As Delphine and other experienced peer educators would say, “you always have to break
the ice” before approaching topics of sexual health. This run through town broke the ice for
ethnography, much as a joke or a game did for discussions about the menstrual cycle. (Though
Delphine and | would not develop a sustained working relationship. She was preparing for her
baccalauréat exam, traveling to various leadership retreats, and had other things going on.)

I would later learn that the Kankourang is a highly contested figure of adolescence, a
visible symbol of adda (“custom”), a charged word at the CCA. In some parts of the country,
like the beachside tourist-heavy town of Mbour, people did not flee but actually chased after the
Kankourang. In some cases, the Kankourang did not actually accompany the initiates, but was a
stand-alone event capable of generating a mixture of excitement, fear, and exhilaration on its
own. But in Kolda, Ahmed would later explain to me, “there is a lot of custom.” He and many
other sex ed facilitators would say that the challenge of educating youth is teaching them and
their families to keep the good parts of adda and eliminate the bad. FGC falls within the bad.
Counting beads on a necklace in order to track your cycle and prevent pregnancy falls within the
good. Young people were ideal emissaries of this message of editing custom.

Unlike the interlocutors in the other chapters of this dissertation, adolescent girls were not
ethical outsiders. On the contrary, they were symbols of Senegal’s aspirational position as a
leader in reproductive health. Kolda was the hotspot of international aid activity. Its USAID-
constructed bridge was plastered with signs pointing visitors to various NGOs’ regional
headquarters. With dynamic Ahmed at the helm, Kolda’s CCA stood as a key force for

16 1t is hard not to think of that other anthropologist who engaged in impromptu running with new interlocutors:
Clifford Geertz in his article on the Balinese Cockfight (Geertz 1972). Our run through town lacked the element of
legal pressure. We did not unite through a shared — but unequally experienced — vulnerability before a legal regime.
However, the two events share a sense of exhileration.
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addressing and editing custom, but also for sparking discussion about a wide range of sexual
health topics that many United States sex education programs do not address.

Delphine flagged down a jakata this time. While the driver and | absorbed the shock of
the bumpy ride, | took a moment of reflection: to YouTube or not to YouTube the thing | had

just fled.
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Chapter 1: Sutura, Porn, and Pedagogy in the Making of Modern Media Subjects

In Durkheim’s canonical account, “taboo” does not simply impose an absence of speech.
It is a project of containing mobility, contagious mobility (Durkheim 1912). It is about regulating
circulation. Taboo prevents “extraordinarily contagious” sacred forces from “escaping the places
they occupy and invading all that passes within their reach.” Constantine Nakassis addresses
taboo through Derrida’s conception of iterability: that is, the capacity for an utterance to be
detached from its context of enunciation and reattached to a new one. Taboo places a limit on the
mobility of utterances; ‘taboo speech’ exemplifies the “recalcitrance of events of semiosis to
being cited” (Nakassis 2013: 55). The illocutionary force of a prohibited semiotic event will
always be achieved even if an utterance has traveled to a new context with different felicity
conditions. In summary, taboo places a limit on circulation.

| take up this longstanding interest in prohibition and circulation, but ask, what about the
communicative act of asserting the existence of taboo in the first place?

| became interested in taboo-breaking as a communicative event while doing fieldwork
on girls’ sex-ed initiatives in Senegalese NGOs — first in Dakar, and then in Kolda.

“Sexuality is taboo,” I would hear over and over again from parents, teens, and health
center workers alike. Kenn du wax ci sexualité. (“No one speaks about sexuality.””) This was a
central cause, people argued, of the elevated rates of teen pregnancy in Kolda compared to the
urban metropole. Kolda is a region in southern Senegal officially marked by and popularly
stigmatized for teen pregnancy and underage marriage (Look 2009, Ministére de la Femme, de la
Famille et de I’Enfance 2016).

Here people seemed to be projecting and breaking a speech prohibition in a single
utterance, a taboo on some totality called la sexualité. Yet there was also a sense of a complete
saturation of sexual images. The culprits? Smartphones, laptops, and other mobile devices. For
parents and educators, the concern was that sexually explicit images could circulate into
bedrooms, outside the watchful eye of kin, or the surveillance of institutions. For example, on
YouTube, young people might see videos whose titles present an enticing prohibition-qua-
invitation: boul xol, or boul xol video bi (“don’t watch” or “don’t watch this video™). These links
lead viewers to, among other things, videos of women dancing the leumbeul, a common dance
involving articulated movement of the hips and buttocks. Once prevalent Internet cafés were a
purportedly safer, socially surveilled space for Internet access.

Teens themselves also expressed concern about the unpredictable circulation of sensuous
image-objects. “Now with the internet you can see anything you want,” one young man told me.
He recounted the time he was sent a nude photo not meant for him. “It wasn’t someone I’m in a
relationship with, but I still felt sexual desire.” This is the peril of digital iterability. It detaches
desire from its context of production (a couple form) then makes it mobile. Desire reattaches
itself where it doesn’t belong, in a viewer’s own body.

As a referent, sexuality is nowhere, interlocutors suggested. But as affect, it is
everywhere. Does this opposition hold in the everyday pragmatics and ethics of images and sex
ed pedagogy?

As | mentioned in the interlude, the platform clickinfoado.sn was created by the
technology for development NGO RAES, with support from Oxfam, One World, and Butterfly
Works. The content, modules, teachers’ guides, and educational diagrams are based on
Population Council’s Grandir en Harmonie (“Grow up in Harmony”) reproductive health
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curriculum (RAES 2022). An instructional guide for teachers introduces the concept of
experiential learning; on clickinfoado, “virtual peer educators communicate directly with youth
about reproductive health subjects” (RAES 2022).

On clickinfoado, sexuality is regulated not by imposing a taboo but by “breaking” one. It
counters a particular kind of circulation (affectively potent images) with another — in the form of
“information,” defined in narrow biomedical terms and construed as affectively vacuous.

The site invites identification with a number of class-identified characters. These include
Astou, a girl from an upper-class family and “Boy Jinné,” drawn with angry eyebrows, whose
plotlines include getting women pregnant and trying to treat a painful STI with a gris-gris
amulet, to the shock and dismay of doctors (RAES 2017b).1” In one of the many pedagogical
cartoons, characters voice the idealized model of health communication, or model of
“biocommunicability” to cite Briggs and Hallin (2007), where all is said. There is no shame.

lNFO APPRENDRE AVIVRE SENEGAL ARENTS  PROFESSEUR
A D 0 SENEGAL INTRODUCTION VALEURS RELATIONS CORPS REPRODUCTION VIH/SIDAETTB

Boy Jinné
22 ans |
Délinquant

BIENVENUE SUR CLICK INFO ADO

DECOUVRE CE SITE SUR LES COMPE TENCES DE VIE ETVIH/SIOA.
SUIS LES AVENTURES 0'ASTOU, BALLA ET LEURS AMIS, REGARDE LES EPISODES.
PUIS TESTE TES CONNAIS SANCES AVEC LES JEUX INTERACTIFS.

AVERVERN N v e
One of clickinfo’s chatacters: “Boy Jinné, 22 years old, Delinquent” (RAES 2017f)

One video episode entitled Connaitre son corps! (“knowing your body”) in the French
version and xam sa yaram! (“know your body”) in Wolof features a remediated scene of viewing
(RAES 2017a). Robert and Balla, two young men, are looking at pictures of female reproductive
anatomy on the internet.!® The upper-class, educated Astou walks in on them. At first, they’re

7 During my fieldwork at the CCA, peer educators and | accessed and played clickinfoado.sn episodes from HTML
files saved onto a USB drive. This ensured we could play episodes, host screenings, and run causeries without
internet access. The original website from which we downloaded the content, clickinfoado.sn, is inactive as of May
2022. Screenshots of the website can be viewed via the Internet Archive’s “Wayback Machine” tool. Written
transcripts for the video episodes discussed in this chapter are available, as of May 2022, via the website
senegal.clickinfoado.org under the “professeurs” tab. I provide screenshots to give readers a sense of the animation
style.

8 In a mystery | have yet to solve, during my fieldwork, the episode entitled sexualité — accessed from the
clickinfoado.sn website — went from a duration of about six minutes, to a duration of roughly three minutes. And in
the corps episode, the anatomical drawings that Robert and Balla look at in the episode — and Senegalese youth
watch through Robert and Balla’s eyes — eventually disappeared from the clip. These diagrams of reproductive
organs remained accessible as separate documents via clickinfoado.sn’s repository of teaching tools. I was not able
to affirm with certainty the reason for these two changes. Unless otherwise noted, the viewing events | describe

28



ashamed, thinking that she will think they’re up to no good. But Astou assures them that if it’s
just for “information,” there’s no problem. Robert agrees: “Yes, and it goes beyond the computer
now, cell phones, ipods etc, offer so much text, images and videos on all kinds of subjects! If a
student wants to learn, he can do it with a single click!”

The digital apparatus (computer, cell phone, etc.) is transformed from vehicle of
dangerous iterability — decontextualization and recontextualization of desire — to a neutral portal
that has absolutely nothing to do with context, because information is biomedical truth that
purportedly transcends context. This cartoon also reflects the paradox of remediation (Bolter and
Grusin 1999); we claim experiences of immediacy in the very moment of mediation. | return to
this dual media education/sex education video in depth later in the chapter when | explore how
young Senegalese people interact with it in real time.

A metapragmatic model of mediation undergirds a biomedical regime of truth. It relies
upon the erasure of a number of semiotic steps. It belies the way that bodies have been inscribed
within a particular metapragmatic model of health communication within complex assemblages
of NGOs, government priorities, discourses of development and modernity, and media
ideologies. This in turn advances a developmental telos.

Another clickinfoado module, sexualité, features Astou, a high-class urbanite girl, and
Ouzin, a boy who moved from a small village and now sells pay-as-you-go phone credit. Astou
assumes a mentoring role:

ASTOU: You know that by phone you can now learn lots of things about your body, for
example, on the risks of diseases, about sex...all you have to do is send a text message!

OUZIN: Sex? Oh la la! What are you talking about? Sex, only adults have the right to
talk about it!

[Video cuts to the photograph below]

NARRATOR: In the traditional locale where Ouzin grew up, talking about sex before a
certain age is considered impolite, improper, taboo. Only the paternal aunt can speak

involved the earlier iteration of the clips: the unabridged sexualité episode, and the corps episode where viewers see
the drawings seen and discussed by Robert and Balla.
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about sex, about initiation into sexuality to a girl who is going to be married. (RAES
2017c)

The willingness to circulate health information reflects and constitutes Astou’s modernity. Taboo
—as a blockage to the circulation of information — indexes Ouzin’s traditionalism. Moreover, it
constitutes a delegitimized model of health communication.

This international development focus on linear progress from uninformed traditionalism
is nothing new. But what is interesting is the pivot point — the point where Ouzin’s
biocommunicability is redeemed:

ASTOU: A gris-gris to protect you against diseases! It’s like you’re not part of the 21
century!

Balla, a poor urban youth, Enters,

BALLA: On the contrary, it’s right for our age! Sexual desire, for example, is something
that can seize and affect us, and that’s natural! Haven’t you felt something rise in your
body when you see a pretty girl?

OUZIN: Uh...yah...I guess; but I have to wait until I have a wife to think about those
things!

OUZIN THINKS: It’s true that sexual desire overcomes me sometimes. But I hesitate to
speak about it; maybe I shouldn’t.

NARRATOR: To get certain information about sexuality, Ouzin pretends to be ignorant
to push his friends to tell him more about it (RAES 2017c¢).

It is precisely the point at which Ouzin admits and then vocalizes a bodily experience of desire,
when he is brought into the informational fold. His modern subjecthood is redeemed. Here the
performance of breaking taboo, not taboo itself, has the containment effects attributed to taboo in
other anthropological accounts. By staging communicative events of taboo breaking, Ouzins can
turn into Astous. Traditionalists can be reformed.

Taboo-breaking works as a performative dispensation (Mazzarella 2013); that is, it
tethers purportedly mobile, unruly, circulating desire and affect to a stabilizing order of
signification. This order of signification is called “information.” This is one version of the
“dialectical...relationship between the social meaning and the sensuous potential of cinematic
image objects” (Mazzarella 2013, 26). But it inverts the formulation; instead of performative
dispensations of prohibition (e.g., film censorship, in Mazzarella’s case), we see a performative
dispensation that both projects and destroys a prohibition (i.e., the taboo on discussing
“sexuality”). Taboo-breaking does not sterilize affect but inscribes it within a particular symbolic
order. Information can provide the fix amid the flux of desire.

Animated cartoons afford a degree of transparency between metapragmatic modeling and
pragmatics of health communication. These cartoon characters ventriloquize biomedical truth
claims and developmentalist teleologies. This transparency is upheld by the rendering of media
as immediate — providing unfiltered access to information-qua-truth “with a single click.”
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But what is the relationship between this metapragmatic modeling and actual pragmatics
of health communication? How does each act on the other? In this chapter, | follow
clickinfoado.sn cartoons to community-based organizations and CCAs where they are used in
actual sex education classes and community forums. I explore the ways in which metapragmatic
models and actual pragmatics of health communication diverge and how that divergence is
construed. Following clickinfo provides an entry point to understanding pedagogical formations
of good media-sexual subjects and digital citizens. These subjects are both outspoken and
discrete, subjects who break taboos while maintaining sutura.

Porn and sutura re-enter the conversation in revealing ways. From the above
clickinfoado.sn clips, it might seem that porn is the antithesis of good sexual subjectivity and
good digital intimate citizenship — the foil to a reference-focused model of informationalized
bodies. Indeed, sometimes they function this way. But ethical relationships to porn often exceed
mere denunciation. Media ideologies of the body and its digital remediation are unstable and
contested. One interlocutor will query, is a digital woman a woman? Could watching porn be a
moral harm reduction tactic, since it implicates one person rather than two people in premarital
sex?

Overview

In this chapter | argue that the ethical project of forging modern media/sexual subjects —
that is, subjects with sutura — requires nuanced, subtle ethical orientations to digital images and
remediated bodies. | focus on pedagogies that forge modern sexual subjects who epitomize both
sutura and digital intimate citizenship: les jeunes filles (“young girls”). Unlike the following
three chapters, this chapter focuses not on digital dissidents but on the deterrence of digital
dissident practices. For teen girls, sutura is theirs to lose. This chapter will help articulate the
normative ideals of ethical digital intimacy to which digital dissident practices are compared.

The directive to “break taboo” reflects and enacts a metapragmatic model of health
communication in which all sexual health topics can be turned into referential objects denuded of
affective power. This metapragmatic model is part of a developmental telos; modern
media/sexual subjects, or digital intimate citizens, emerge through acts of referring to extra-
contextual aspects of sexuality, and interacting with digital media with the corresponding ethos.
The modern, modest taboo-breaker is a discrete but forceful public speaker. She can move
through a crowd of elders and spark discussion about child marriage. This jeune fille embodies
sutura. She resists “excessive” sexual expression by treating all sexual topics — especially those
involving digital remediation — with a combination of emotional restraint and confidence.

Porn — as concept and/or as actual media object — presents the possibility of that images’
erotic and affective potential cannot be transformed into affectively vacuous “information.”
However, porn is not merely demonized. In overlapping NGO and religious youth group settings,
pedagogical treatments of the information/affect binary often include nuanced, and often highly
contested ethical orientations of porn. To make oneself a modern, ethical media-sexual subject
means wrestling with the uncertainty and instability of digital embodiment. Pornography
exemplifies this uncertainty. Porn does not subvert the developmentalist teleology of
empowerment-through-information as much as it shows its internal tensions, its contestations.
Everyday ethical negotiation of digital age sutura resists moral closure. Pedagogical orientations
to porn illustrate this most effectively.
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From the CCA to Islamic Youth Groups

When | presented findings from preliminary research to a community-based organization
in Dakar, the audience helped direct my research attention. | presented insights that the
organization already knew; parents rarely talk to their children about sex. If | wanted to find
something more interesting and timelier, the executive director suggested | look at daayira,
Muslim educational institutions and youth groups. Some daayira youth groups are based in
neighborhoods, others in universities. Each of the Muslim brotherhoods has daayira, and all of
the young members of that Dakar organization participated in one. These groups, the director
advised, were crucial and under-researched players in sex education. So | followed his advice.
The middle portion of this chapter traces the resonance between NGO/clickinfoado pedagogies
and daayira pedagogies. The two converge around the issue of pornography in particular, and
more broadly, questions of digital mediation more broadly.

Educators and participants ground performative taboo-breaking in a common claim of
Islamic texts: complete transparency. “Religion doesn’t hide anything,” one daayira member
would tell me in a living room gathering after one night’s meeting, to encourage me to ask any
question | liked, even ones | might find awkward. Conversations seeking to prove this principle
could become quite explicit, in fact; | recall one particular conversation after business hours in
my neighborhood community non-profit in which a couple older men were trying to convince a
younger unmarried man that according to Islamic teachings, a husband should not leave the bed
until his wife expresses satisfaction with the sexual encounter.'® The young man made a show of
putting his hands over his ears and walking out to get some air, prompting the older men to
double over with laughter.

“You see, waxtaan ci bir u sey warul nekk taboo.” (“Conversation about sex should not
be taboo.”) The Wolof term “sey” can, perhaps conveniently, mean either marriage or sex. In this
context | was quite certain he meant the latter.

Contributions

Nuanced discussions about porn ethics suggest that it is possible to engage with porn as
an ethical question without rehashing an “anti-porn” vs. “pro-porn” dualism. This dualism
remains with us in popular debates on pornography, even if this dualism does not fully capture
the complexity of the so-called “sex wars” of the 1980s (Bracewell 2016). These ethical
negotiations also contrast with recent porn panics in the United States and Canada that frame
porn, in and of itself, as a “public health crisis” (Sullivan and Webber 2017; Webber and
Sullivan 2018). Here, porn does indeed play an important role in pedagogical formulations of
good media subjects and good sexual subjects. But its role in Senegalese pedagogy invites
careful attention as young women, NGO sex educators, and youth religious leaders debate,
among other topics, the extent to which the intent of the viewer affects the sinfulness of porn.

Furthermore, its compatibility with daayira provides a potent counterpoint to rash
generalizations about an intrinsic opposition between religion and comprehensive sex education.
This is not to overshadow how virginity is enshrined, or how pregnancy prevention talks are
directed at girls more often than boys. My intention is not to counter assumptions about sex ed in
Muslim West Africa with a reactionary idealization. But the ethical orientations described in this

19 In this chapter | am less concerned with validating each claim about Islamic teachings or locating the text or Sufi
leader who issues each directive. Rather, | focus on how and to what end people cite religion as both justification for
“breaking taboo,” and as part of a taboo-breaking communicative event.
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chapter suggest possibilities for nuanced, empathetic approaches to pornography in sex
education.

Finally, the sex education pedagogies discussed in this chapter chart a sharp contrast to
the piecemeal sex education system in the United States; in many states, abstinence-only
curriculum dominates. Even if “break the taboo” communicative events presuppose certain
tradition/modernity dichotomies, it often lends itself to a kind of empathetic attention to youth
needs. This empathy should inspire reflection among educators and policy makers elsewhere.

“Youth” in “Africa”

Youth is a social shifter; the meaning and political effects of the term are contingent on
shifting political and social relations (Durham 2004). At the CCA of Kolda, peer educators are
quizzed on the question early in their training; “what is an adolescent?”” The correct answer is
twofold. Youth is: a) a category of people aged 15-24 and b) a period of transformation both
physical and psychological.

Youth are compared to a pont, a “bridge” between childhood and adulthood. Youth can
be an economic force for national development, if they get access to and take advantage of
educational opportunities, and if they behave with moral correctness: hence the emphasis on
sutura when conducting causeries (“chat sessions” or community discussions) and other peer
education activities — no lipstick, no tank tops, etc. The category of youth is defined as
instability. An instability that requires structural integrity and solidity if it is to secure progress
from Ouzin to Astou.

The longstanding body of work on youth in Africa cautions against trivializing
“progress.” A sense of linear progress and even movement toward a telos can be one temporality
of many that operate in the lives of young people. In some renderings the coterminous promise
and impossibility of linearity in time renders “progress” as a veil of false consciousness imposed
by a failed economic policy, such that imagination is an escape, an imagined transplantation of
that promise to a somewhere-else that provides the resources to fulfill that promise (e.g. Europe,
migration destinations). But key works on youth in Africa highlight that progress can be a
cultivated disposition and/or a sensory experience. For Jennifer Cole, Malagasay young people
who call themselves jeunes (intentionally using French as a mark of cosmopolitanism) long to
feel a sense of motion through time and expansion through space (Cole 2010). This longing has a
history. Consolidated by the teleologies left over from the modernization theory at work in an
erstwhile state bureaucracy, there is a sense that youth must move outwards against the
centrifugal pull of the ancestors toward a social nucleus. By “moving forward and outward in
space to capture desired physical properties associated with being modern,” youth resist being
“crushed” (Cole 2010: 65). A tradition-to-modernity telos gets spatialized in a visceral way.
Some of Cole’s interlocutors talk of experiences of “suffocation” at home that propel them into
the sexual economy. Other works on youth migration, movement and mobility similarly direct
focus to youths’ efforts to experience forward movement or advancement (see Fioratta 2015,
Masquelier 2012). This work invites anthropologists to take “progress” seriously, as more than a
kind false consciousness.

Notions of progress — as aspirations that animate and act upon the everyday — run through
work on technology and concealment, especially in conditions of uncertainty and widening
social inequality. Julie Archambault’s ethnography of cell phones and secrecy in Mozambique
attends to the role of technology in playing with existing norms privacy and disclosure, engaging
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both stated and unstated moral standards of sexual practice (Archambault 2013, see also Pype
2016). This builds on the robust literature on epistemologies of secrecy in Africa (Cf. De Jong
2007, Ferme 2001, Newell 2013), to which I will return with more depth in chapter three.
Archambault’s piece is particularly suggestive for pedagogies of youth sexuality, not least
because of its title, “Cruising through Uncertainty.” Archambault argues that in postwar
Mozambique the cell phone’s technological affordances for arranging quasi-anonymous and
clandestine hookups allow people to maintain an “epistemology of ignorance,” the public secret
that women often exploit men for financial gain (or rather, for the prevention of

financial loss amid limited employment opportunities and the decline of patriarchal authority and
the co-constitutive givenness of financial support). Ideals of self-sufficiency remain, as does a
projected ideal of the neat separation between romantic and financially motivated sexual
relationships. Archambault notes ways in which gossip constantly threatens the stability of this
public secret. Citing Michael Gilsenan, Archambault describes the affordances of the cell phone
in terms of a gap:

The phone only imperfectly conceals the workings of the intimate economy, the
inequalities on which it rests, and the interdependencies it foments and reproduces...the
phone helps bridge “the gap between form and substance, ethos and the actualities of the

political economy ... at the same time [individuals] directly experience and know that it
is a false ‘solution’ to the problem. (Gilsenan 1976, 213) (Archambault 2013: 96).

Cell phones allow just enough concealment to let people to live and love in peace when deep
inequalities jeopardize one’s ability to fulfill the national ideals of proper intimate conduct.
Hence “cruising” takes on a double meaning here. Young people use cell phones to seek out
lovers and partners. It also connotes the feeling people get or cultivate of living easy, playing it
cool. Amid the stress and uncertainty of the day, “people expend a lot of energy in making it
look as though everything was running smoothly, as though individuals were effortlessly
cruising through uncertainty” (Archambault 2013:98).

One could ask whether an appearance of cruising, an “as if” cruising, counts as “feeling
the future in the present,” a Mufiozian queer futurity to which I alluded in the dissertation’s
introduction. Archambault describes cruising as a cultivated feeling that makes life into
something more than merely getting by. This challenges the sharp boundary between
narrativization and experience, and between “as if” becoming and “in the now” being. Youth
avoid feeling the “failure to become” as a specter constantly weighting on the present. Teleology,
here, is one of the temporalities that allows someone to feel a projected “as if” lifestyle in an
uncertain present.

In Senegal, the stakes of forging modern sexual/media subjects — bridging childhood past
to adulthood’s future — are particular high in southern regions like Kolda. These are the regions
where adda (“custom”) is seen as having the tightest grip; Ahmed called Kolda Senegal’s “center
of custom.” If girls in southern regions of Kolda can become educated moral citizens, this aligns
everyday forms of intimacy with national ideals of intimacy, in a nation where health statistics
are key to securing aid funding (Tichenor 2016).

Understandably, scholars are fatigued with “moral panics” about youth sexuality. They
are fatigued with conflations between youth internet use and sex itself, for such conflations and
such emphasis on individual behaviors deflect attention to structural relations of inequality and
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the structural conditions of network promiscuity (Chun 2007). But within and amidst expected
intergenerational anxieties about youth at once vulnerable and dangerous, a population to be
afraid of and for, are several less expected experiences of digital media ethics. These experiences
can nuance our understanding of the everyday ethical orientation to digital images and
embodiment. These orientations are shaped by teleologies of the modern, exemplified by the
Astou and Ouzin contrast. But what does a modern orientation to images actually entail? Where
does porn fit in?

The Centre Conseil Ado (CCA) de Kolda

There are CCAs throughout Senegal, including multiple CCAs in Dakar’s suburbs. But
my contact at the Ministry of Youth directed me to the CCA of Kolda, in particular, because it
was known to be one of the most “dynamic” CCAs. To be called dynamique by CCA Kolda’s
director, Ahmed, was the highest compliment. Ahmed, a man in his early forties, was always
moving. In his truck, which had AC but a couple cracked windows, he lead “caravans” to
neighboring small towns. He’d put a boombox in the back and invite the leaders of the groupes
de jeunes filles, “groups of young girls,” to ride in the back. Blasting Mbalax hits, the caravan
would arrive in a town, greet town leaders, assemble a group of peers, and the girls would lead
presentations about the dangers of Female Genital Cutting, or the importance of preventing child
marriage. Sometimes teenagers would share the truck bed with stacks of chairs, a video
projector, speakers, and projection screen. Film screenings of clickinfoado video clips about
puberty or HIV were followed by teen-facilitated discussion. On foot, Ahmed would organize
visites a domicile (VAD), visits to families” homes either in other villages or around Kolda.
Members of groupes de jeunes filles would discuss similar issues door-to-door, speaking Pulaar
or Manding depending on the family.

At his desk at the CCA building in the center of town, Ahmed would receive national and
international NGO workers visiting Kolda for site visits. He would assemble CCA staff and
query why a particular program was taking so long for completion, or why a clickinfo.sn film
screening had not received a higher number of participants. Ahmed rarely chastised staff or peer
educators. Sokhna, a peer educator who became my closest friend in Kolda, hypothesized that
this increased the potency of his critiques.

Ministere de la
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Creating a new sign for the CCA (photo by the author)
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Ahmed expected no less dynamism from his groupes de jeunes filles. The members
deemed most articulate, who demonstrated the most mastery over reproductive health topics,
might be promoted to the title of pair educateur (peer educator). Some of the most successful
peer educators were sent by Ahmed to leadership conferences and meetings in Ziguinchor or
Dakar. If the open lobby of the CCA building was empty or nearly empty, it was either because
Ramadan had slowed the pace of activities, or because peer educators had been sent on a
caravane.

After Delphine’s running tour of Kolda, I received a more structured tour of the CCA’s
facilities and programs by Marie, who was charged with the clickinfoado programming when |
first visited in 2015. The CCA hosted a counseling room where any teenager could come to talk
about a problem with staff. The counseling room had stacks of pamphlets and brochures on types
of contraception, flip chart on the biological and social hazards of FGC, and posters on each wall
advertising the ligne verte one could call for confidential health information. The CCA also had a
HIV testing lab and an office for the mediateur — an aspiring social worker who would both
receive individuals or families in his office or walk to a family’s home if a girl became pregnant,
to help her navigate relationships with her parents and/or her sexual partner. Finally, the CCA
hosted a sage femme, a midwife. In the waiting room, a volunteer showed a steady stream of
telenovelas on a small television set.

CCA director Ahmed gave me the opportunity to be a peer educator-in-training.
Experienced peer educators mentored me in both content and skills — how to “animate” a shy
group. They gave me corrections when | was rehearsing an explanation of the menstrual cycle in
Wolof. Especially at the CCA in Kolda, “youth empowerment” is not an empty phrase on
brochures and grant proposals. Women command the respect of intergenerational crowds of
family, peers, and national and international health actors. As | battled my own shyness and
haltingly explained the role of the endometrium, my admiration of peer educators deepened.

Jeunes Filles, Taboo-Breakers

The CCA formed Groupes de jeunes filles to educate young women about reproductive health
and instruct them to be evangelists on reproductive health within their communities. Part and
parcel of this goal is the creation of public speakers, of “animatrices.” These “animators” could
draw a crowd and get that crowd talking. A good animatrice was like Astou, willing to address
topics — like the menstrual cycle — that might make others cringe.

They were also about capacitation des filles (girls empowerment). They forged speakers
— candidates to take over the radio show parole des jeunes when its current host graduated and,
everyone assumed, left for college in Dakar. The members are taught to speak confidently, like
Astou in the corps clip, at every meeting. Older girls coach and critique them — on their cadence,
on their mastery of the content, and on their appearance (no lipstick, neat hair). Astou was the
model of a well-educated girl who could look unflinchingly at animated drawings of
reproductive organs alongside male classmates. Corps modeled digital comportment but the
capacity to discuss la sexualité as an object of knowledge and of reference. This includes desire.
(In one multiple choice game that accompanies clickinfo episodes, Ouzin, who the homepage
tells us came from a small village and now sells pay-as-you-go phone credit — must choose
which feeling — friendship, love, desire — that corresponds to his emotions. Players select a
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feeling, drag and drop it into the outline of Ouzin’s body, until they make the correct choice
(RAES 2017e)).

Grounded in the knowledge that “religion doesn’t hide anything,” members of groupes de
jeunes filles are taught to overcome their kersa (shyness) in speaking of pregnancy, desire, birth
control, STDs, and in their speaking, period. When Ahmed attends an “animation,” he observes
who speaks well and who can animate the crowd. If parents are reticent, an effective animateur
or animatrice walks between rows, gets eyes to follow them, and teases and jokes to break the
tension. An animatrice is also detail oriented. One never forgets to bring the speakers, and to
turn on mbalax music to attract people in the neighborhood to rows of folding chairs, in advance
of a neighborhood discussion on teen pregnancy or FGC. Under Ahmed’s guidance, the groups
de jeunes filles become trained public speakers. Star peer educators can take their skills to
leadership retreats in Ziguanchor, Casamance’s coastal city, or even Dakar.

Animation was one task | dreaded as a peer educator-in-training. The sheer novelty of my
presence helped to gain the audience’s attention. Animation was often done in teams. I would
introduce myself by saying that | had come to Kolda to learn how communities discuss
reproductive health issues, because in the United States, sex education is not always
comprehensive. If the discussion involved a clickinfoado clip, we would screen it on a fold-out
freestanding projector, and I would simply ask broad questions like, “what did you take away
from the film?” My animation partner and I might call on people in the audience, synthesizing
and adding on to their comments along the way. A particularly astute or impassioned answer
might draw cheers from the attendees. Within the hour, we would follow up with a synthesis of
key points. For example, if the topic was grossesses précoces (“underage pregnancies”), the
session would culminate in a wrap-up summary of the economic and educational impacts of an
unwanted pregnancy, and the importance of seeking prenatal and postnatal care at community
health posts. Finally, like any other peer educator, |1 would receive feedback from Ahmed
afterward: the points I forgot, or the moments | did not speak loudly enough. Often this feedback
often happened over the booming sounds of mbalax music that both opened and closed
neighborhood discussions. | never felt singled out in front of the peer educators.

Animation is not wholly dissimilar from mediation, the job of MSM and sex workers
employed by NGOs and health agencies to conduct STD and HIV prevention. Like these “key
populations,” youth subjects-in-formation are taught the importance of sensibilization, awareness
raising. The information with which one raises awareness is purportedly scientific and value free;
one is charged with carrying this neutral information from knowledge-producers (scientists) to
communities. But an animatrice is not bound by the same requirements of anonymity required in
mediation. Animators make noise. They blast music from Ahmed’s speakers to attract people to
rows of folding chairs before a neighborhood discussion. They speak in a loud, clear voice; if
they don’t, Ahmed corrects them and/or instructs another peer educator to demonstrate how they
should have articulated that point about FGC. Young women are positioned as community
leaders.

Very rarely did Ahmed receive complaints or criticism from elders that young women or
youth in general were speaking out of turn. Their assertiveness, loudness — what géwel were so
penalized for — is celebrated.

Know your Body!
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While comparing the French transcript of the clickinfo.sn video corps (“body) and the
Wolof version xam sa yaram (“knowing your body”), I remarked on these words by the
voiceover narrator:

In French:
Le sexe est un fait naturel, mais il est bon de faire comprendre aux jeunes la différence
entre [’érotique et le pornographique, la vie sexuelle saine et le vice. Et surtout leur faire
comprendre qu’il n’y a pas que le sexe dans la vie.

Sex is a natural thing, but it is good to help youth understand the difference between the
erotic and the pornographic, healthy sexual life and vice. And above all make them
understand that sex is not the only thing in life (RAES 2017a).

In Wolof:
Mbirum sey dafa book si niit waaye war na nu jangal xale yi ni nu wora doxale. War na
nu leen xamal itam ne mbiru sey du moom rekk am soolo si aduna.

Sex is part of people, but we should teach youth how they should behave. We should also
teach them that sex is not the only thing in life (RAES 2017d).

| brought this passage to the attention of Amadou, the new coordinator of clickinfoado.sn
programming. I wondered aloud what the video meant by “the difference between the erotic and
the pornographic.” Interested, he proposed organizing a film screening and causerie for members
of the groupes de jeunes filles. However, he specified that we should invite the more experienced
members and some peer educators. A discussion of pornography is more “advanced,” he said,
than other clickinfo.sn topics like puberty or HIV/AIDS. He also said that | should help facilitate
the discussion as a peer-educator in training.

One of the most affable young men peer educators had turned out an impressive number
of members of groupes de jeunes filles, and the other senior peer educators hanging out at the
CCA also joined in. I recognized a high school senior | had interviewed with her mother. She
had actually seen this corps clip before, so | invited her to help facilitate. We arranged white
plastic chairs in rows while he fiddled with the projector and speakers. It looked for a while that
the image would work but not the sound. But eventually, after 15 minutes of technical
difficulties, we loaded the corps module and projected the picture of three animated adolescents
— one girl and two boys — onto the wall. Later iterations of clickinfoado — like the version for
Mali — would use more advanced animation techniques. Delphine admitted that the two-
dimensional pictures made the characters less dynamique, and less engaging to watch.

“All that moves is their mouths!” she had said. But this is what we had to work with.
Amadou gave a short introduction, and then asked each attendee to give their name and which
groupe de jeune filles they were part of, and their club title (president, vice-president, etc).

We closed the heavy metal door of the lobby to block out as much sun as we could. Then
he rolled the clip. Corps begins as two boys, Robert and Balla, look at a computer screen. We do
not see the screen at first. Robert and Balla look straight ahead toward the viewer (Indeed, in
clickinfo animation, the characters can only look forward. They cannot turn their heads). The
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clip alternates between the voice of a narrator, and the three characters slow, carefully
pronounced French.
The two characters begin their dialogue.

Robert: Certaines personnes qui nous trouveraient en train de regarder ces
dessins, pourraient penser que nous sommes des vicieux, n’est-Ce pas?

Balla: Tu ne pourras jamais empécher ce type de personnes de toujours
penser du mal, & propos du sexe! Nous pourtant, nous voulons
seulement comprendre certaines choses, nous informer, nous éduquer!

Robert: Certain people who would see us looking at these pictures, would think that
we’re depraved, right?

Balla: You won’t be able to stop these kinds of people from thinking badly about sex!
We, however, we just want to understand certain things, inform ourselves, educate
ourselves! (RAES 2017a).

IWolof IPulaar

S Y/
N/ 0N
Nous pourtant¥nouswoulonstseulement comprendre

Robert and Balla: “We however, we just want to understand certain things, inform ourselves, educate
ourselves!” (RAES 2017a)

Then the picture switches from animation to a still photograph of young men sitting in front of
big, boxy computers, presumably in a Cyber Café, once common in Senegal, now relatively rare
with the proliferation of smartphones and, for wealthier families, personal ownership of
computers.
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Screenshot from Corps (RAES 2017a)

Over this image the narrator states:

Parler du sexe, regarder des images se rapportant aux parties sexuelles c’est toujours un
exercice un peu délicat pour les adolescents. Mais cela peut ne pas étre un probleme si
on a le ton qu'il faut et la maniére la plus naturelle et plus adéquate de le faire.

Talking about sex, looking at images depicting sexual organs is always a delicate exercise
for adolescents. But it does not have to be a problem if you have the right attitude and the
proper way of doing it.

Robert: Et I’Internet, quand méme, c’est une source inépuisable de
connaissances !

Balla: Oui, et cela dépasse [’ordinateur maintenant, les téléphones portables, les Ipods
etc, offrent quantités de textes, d’images, de vidéos sur tous les sujets! Siun éleve a la
volonté d’apprendre, il peut le faire, en un seul click!

Robert: A condition qu’il y ait I’acces a I’Internet, et qu’il n’y ait pas de coupures
d’électriciteé!

(Rires)
Robert: And internet, even, is an inexhaustible source of knowledge!

Balla: Yes, and it goes beyond the computer now, mobile phones, iPods offer so many
texts, images and videos about all subjects! If students have the desire to learn, they can
do it in a single click!

Robert: As long as they have internet access, and there isn’t an electricity failure.
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(laughter)

This is Bolter and Grusin’s paradox of remediation — mediation that covers its tracks.
Information promises direct, unmediated, and uniform access “in just one click!”

Astou enters. Her arrival signaled by her appearance on screen, next to the boys. The
characters do not walk or move save for their mouths, to indicate who is speaking. Astou is an
upper class, well-educated high school student. “She’s like a peer educator,” Delphine had said
when scrolling through the descriptions of clickinfo’s cast of characters. In this clip and several
others, she comes down on the side of more discussion, more direct discussion, of sensitive
topics like rape, HIV, and pregnancy. This is why Delphine likes Astou; She is confident and
rarely embarrassed.

In this clip, the boys get embarrassed. They try to click out of their anatomy pictures —
the online source of which the clip never discloses — but Astou convinces them to keep going.
They will all examine reproductive organs together

The clip provides an anatomy lesson; as the boys finally agree to let Astou in on their
watching experience, the teens’ explanation of the menstrual cycle and internal vs. external
anatomy run over anatomy drawings, in the same animated style, labeled in French. But the clip
also both describes and enacts one of the key edicts of the CCA’s groupes de jeunes filles; briser
le tabou (“break the taboo”). Hesitation is repeatedly voiced then dismissed, as the episode draws
a clear distinction between the reticence of “tradition,” and the unflinching, how-things-work
pedagogy of modernity.

Astou uncharacteristically asks if she, Balla and Robert are not a bit too young to be
discussing such things. Robert counters that “there is a sexuality specific to adolescents that one
must simply know about!”

Balla: Juste! Dans les initiations traditionnelles, toutes ces choses étaient
pourtant enseignées, expliquées, mais comme des secrets a garder pour soi! Mais
maintenant il y a tellement de sources d’information!

Astou: La preuve, nous sommes la devant I’Internet; Il suffit de cliquer pour que
la sexualité n’ait plus de secret pour nous! On peut méme utiliser le télé phone portable
pour avoir des informations sur tout!

Balla: Exactly! In traditional initiation rites, all of these things were still taught,
explained, but as secrets to keep for yourself! But now there are so many information
sources!

Astou: The proof, we’re here before the Internet; we just need to click for sexuality to no
longer be a secret for us! We can even use the mobile phone to have information about
everything!

Tradition is not the absence of knowledge about the body. Rather, tradition is a particular mode
of communicating about the body. It is a mode of circulating — or failing to adequately circulate —
embodied knowledge. Balla specifies that “all these things” were discussed in traditional

41



initiation rites but kept “secret;” knowledge was circulated but closely circumscribed. In the
Wolof version of this episode, the narrator references kersa — the Wolof ethic of shyness — as an
impediment to adolescents pursuing information as Astou does. The internet — disseminated via
mobile phone — indexes the unlimited, unrestricted, and omnipresent circulation of information.
Modernity is the willingness to de-regulate information circulation and access.

Astou exemplifies this de-regulation in her insistence that the boys unflinchingly look at
and discuss anatomy in her presence. Digital and mobile technologies are both reflections and
enactments of this form of circulation. They afford information “about everything,” and they
afford direct, unmediated access to information “in just one click!” Modern sexual and digital
subjects are framed as those who access information in unmediated, unrestricted ways. Modern
sexual subjects have mastered a particular kind of biocommunicability: a mode of circulating
health knowledge marked by purportedly unmediated access to and circulation of information.

In this clickinfoado episode, internet education and sex education were co-constitutive.
Both combined to forge pedagogies for the formation of modern subjects. The young characters
punctuate point-by-point anatomy lessons by calling out secrecy as the hallmark of
traditionalism. They metapragmatically frame disclosure as modern sexual subjectivity. At the
same time, they enact the subjectivity they describe by unflinchingly explaining why and how
menstruation occurs.

However, the narrator also suggests the danger of adolescent sexual curiosity. Amidst
discussions of male reproductive organs, the narrator makes the distinction between “the erotic
and the pornographic, healthy sexual life and vice” cited at the start of this chapter (RAES
2017a). Healthy and unhealthy sexuality gets framed as that most slippery of distinctions:
between the erotic and pornographic. Information — unmediated and value-free — is the
instrument for keeping young people in the side of the erotic. This distinction between erotic and
pornographic also proved the most engaging part of the CCA causerie.

When the clip finished playing, Amadou opened up the doors to let in the breeze. The
sudden sunlight made some of us squint. Amadou began the discussion with the usual open-
ended question, “what lesson did you take away?” A silence followed. “Don’t be shy,” Amadou
encouraged. Only then did I notice that Aissatou, an experienced peer educator in her early
twenties, had walked in, charging her phone in the wall outlet.

“No reason to have kersa (“shyness”) waay!” she echoed. “Daba? You didn’t learn
anything?”

If clickinfoado constructs information as affectively vacuous and value neutral, everyday
acts of taboo-breaking often worked through intense affects of shock, humor, embarrassment,
and delight. Asserting the existence of — and breaking — a taboo thus did not only occur through
educational diagrams and formal sex education settings. Humor and friendly teasing also played
arole.

Aissatou looked directly at one young woman, who smiled and laughed. She answered in
a phrase:

“Parts of the body.”

“And what else?” Aissatou’s coaxing manner mirrored the shyness-breaking of the
episode itself. The girls seemed to loosen up. Aissatou teased out the lessons, phrase by phrase:

“The boys have kersa.”

“Astou helps them with the internet.”
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“Menstruation happens when the egg isn’t fertilized.”

“The sites that are created to corrupt young people...that happens when you don’t have a
good foundational education.” The episode had indeed mentioned websites created to corrupt
youth; the internet could be a dangerous place, or an informative place, depending on one’s
behavior, intentions, and awareness (RAES 2017a).

Eventually | asked the question | was most interested in. | walked slowly from one side
of the room to the other as I’d seen other facilitators do. “The commentary says you must know
the difference between erotic and pornographic. What do you think the difference is?”

There was silence, and then a laugh from Clara, who was also my neighbor in Sare
Kemo. I did not want to put Clara on the spot with such a question, so | let the silence linger.
Then Amadou pierced it.

“Let’s go, les filles! What is the difference between eroticism and pornography? In your
opinion?” A participant in a polka dotted dress was the first one to propose definitions.

“L’erotique is discussion, it’s dialogue. Like what we’re in the middle of doing. The act
of explaining,” she said. “But le porno shows it.”

Then the participant who had spoken up about corrupting youth added, “it’s the
difference between theory and practice.”

Then responses started to flood in. And we spend the bulk of the remaining time on this
topic. For a time, a consensus emerged: the erotic does not involve sexual penetration, whereas
the pornographic does. The erotic is about caresses, flirting, words. Another consensus: porn is
not “jolie a voir.” It’s not nice to see.

For a time, there was little explicit discussion of media, mediation, or technology. For many,
the distinction seemed to be about the kind of sexual relations. But for the first young woman
who responded, in light of the episode we just watched, ideologies about mediatized bodies
appeared to animate the erotic/pornographic distinction. What we were in the process of doing, a
causerie — discussion, explanation — occupied the realm of the erotic. Awareness-raising was part
of the erotic. Eroticism was part of the pedagogical. This take framed the practice of awareness-
raising as a kind of erotic practice — but not eroticism separate from information; not a clear
body/language split. But discussion-qua-eroticism stopped short of “showing” sexual acts. In this
sense, her comment reflected the emphasis of the corps clip itself. Images of bodies could be
safe, informational. Eroticism indexed the informational realm, encompassing both image and
text. In contrast, porn is what happens when you don’t turn a mediatized body into an object of
reference.

The discussion veered away from media as technological object when the affable peer
educator spoke of immodest dress as pornographic — improperly showing and displaying a lack
of sutura, she said. “Showing your cleavage is like selling yourself.” This received a round of
applause from the attendees

Then a young woman who had yet to speak raised her hand. She spoke slowly, deliberately.

“Pornography is about cinema. You can even look at the etymology,” she said. “’graph’
means expression — writing or pictures. The erotic is sensual. Pornography is savage. There’s no
love. It’s like they are wild animals.”

With this, the room erupted in cheers. Participants stamped their feet against the floor. Some
slapped the backs of their neighbors. Applause echoed through the CCA.

“Ok, ok!” Amadou tried to quiet everyone down. The discussion had moved from awkward
silence, to roof-raising laughter, to applause in the space of about ten minutes. Indeed, this last
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comment marked a turning point in the discussion. Like other participants, its speaker displayed
an affect of disgust toward pornography, aligning the erotic/pornographic distinction with
distinctions between the romantic and the grotesque, and the human and the bestial. But what
differentiated her response, and what | imagine commanded attention, was a rather erudite
discussion of the “graph” in pornography. She turned our focus to representation, to mediation
via film. And to the role of different kinds of images: those that had a place in awareness-raising
and those that did not.

One of the participants brought us back to Astou’s comment in the episode: that she, Balla
and Robert had learned these things in school, just without the images and diagrams. The girl in
the polka dot dress said that this was completely accurate; we learn anatomy in school with
diagrams.

“Maybe the teacher draws something, but it’s hard to see,” she said. Others agreed.

“Because that’s where taboo enters in,” she continued.

Taboo was not only about what words one utters; it is about what pictures one shows. One
must break taboo visually. As a final point, the girl who made the lauded “wild animals”
comment affirmed, “the problem in Senegal is that adults think images will make us yaqu

“ruined”). But they won’t! It’s just information.”

This term yaqu runs throughout causeries in Kolda and elsewhere. Here it means ruined
or corrupted, with perhaps a particular emphasis on lost virginity. It can also refer to rotten fruit
and broken appliances. But diagrams, unlike porn, are information. The “erotic” is dialogue, as
one of her peers had said earlier in the causerie.

Porn here becomes a foil for salutary images. Both the corps episode and the
conversation that followed it set up erotic/pornographic, health/vice as binaries in which each
term is defined in relation to the other. Porn highlights the value of information and diagrams
that turn la sexualité into an object of reference — one that can be spoken about rather than
viscerally shown. In this sense, the comment that only porn “shows” sexuality comes into focus.
Both informational diagrams and porn are images. The former are still transgressive within these
young women’s sex education experiences thus far; they have learned the names of internal and
external anatomy with the fuzziest of illustrations. But the more blatant images in clickinfoado
still discuss rather than show. Clickinfoado images become part of the domain of salutary
reference, when defined in relation to their bestial, love-less counterparts. In this sense, porn is
integral to pedagogy. As a foil, it is crucial to the formation of good media-sexual subjects. It
helps turn Ouzins into Astous.

“Corps” again, during Ramadan

The clickinfoado.sn materials are not reserved for Senegal’s CCAs. Various reproductive
health NGOs, youth organizations, and community organizations also received copies after the
platform’s launch. When I visited a small community non-profit in one of Dakar’s working class
neighborhoods with a friend of mine who worked there. The reproductive health educator
Rokhya, who ran sessions for local teenagers, was acquainted with clickinfoado, and
occasionally screened the episodes for teens as a conversation starter. One such conversation she
started with the very same episode, corps.

Organizing activities during Ramadan posed particular challenges. Mid-afternoon
cooking tasks increased for the young women the organization wanted to target, as they would
need to prepare both the ndogou (“break-fast) and lunch for after sundown. Since koor gi was a
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hectic time, the technology had to be seamless. No space for failed connections, wobbly Wi-Fi,
or issues with the projector. Rokhya called upon a program coordinator who doubled as tech
support. A young man in his early twenties, Mame Cheikh was tall but hunched his shoulders
enough to be eye-level with many of his co-workers. Gregarious but self-deprecating, he was a
favorite recipient of affectionate teasing by the center’s older teachers and volunteers.

Mame Cheikh took a seat at the U-shaped table in the center’s main meeting room. He
loaded clickinfo and fiddled with the projector until Balla and Robert appeared in clear-enough
definition on the wall. He began the clip to test the sound. His attention drifted between his
phone and the animated conversation about anatomy and the Internet. He passed cups of
steaming attayah tea to the older people in the room, as a few young women scooped beignets
into plastic bags to sell out front. Then, when an animated diagram of female reproductive
organs came onscreen as Robert and Balla spoke, Mame Cheikh stood up from his seat:

“But I can’t look at that during Ramadan!” he said loudly. “I’m a single man. It could
“veg dara ci sama yaram” 1t could spark something in my body.

Rokhya laughed a little and reassured Mame Cheikh. “But it’s just to give information.
To raise awareness.” Unlike the diagram of internal female parts, this animated picture included
some visual context; the animated drawing included a woman’s thighs and breasts.
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Diagram for corps episode (RAES 2017a)

Rokhya shared a laugh with Modou. In his late fifties, Modou worked for a marketing
company but lived in the neighborhood. He could often be found surfing the net here late into the
evening, enjoying some time away from the duties of home.

Mame Cheikh, like many other young people | spoke with in Dakar and Kolda, had
learned about anatomy in school but without more than a diagram sketched on a blackboard.
Mame Cheikh tried his entreaty again, “I can’t watch this during Ramadan!” But Rokhya would
not remove the image from circulation. So Mame Cheikh removed himself. He walked outside to
the little balcony outside the room.

I was not quite sure how to regard Mame Cheikh’s discomfort: an expression of genuine
fear about impure thoughts? An enactment of virtue by looking away, then walking away from
the animated image? A provocation, knowing what Rokhya would say? Perhaps some
combination of these?

In this interaction, Mame Cheikh exposes what Charles Briggs has called the “structural
rift between pragmatics and everyday pragmatic modeling.” His reaction to the anatomical
diagram challenges the binary between information and desire, reference and affect. Information,
for him, is not a prophelaxis against the erotic. However, in line with Briggs, this structural rift is
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not recognized by NGO personnel as such. Rather, Mame Cheikh’s incorrect reaction is slotted
into a “typology of deviations from an expected relationship of pragmatic-metapragmatic
congruity” (Briggs 2011, 221). The deviation assigned to Mame Cheikh? Rokhya put it this way
while Mame Cheikh was on the balcony: “ He hasn’t integrated awareness.” That is, he has been
exposed to the framework of informationalized of bodies, but he has not integrated it into an
embodied disposition. He has yet to retrain his mode of attending to image-objects.

Here Carlo Caduff’s term “body in-formation” (Caduff 2012, 342), created to describe
the dynamics of biosecurity, is particularly resonant for this ethnographic context. It evokes two
things that are going on at once. First, it captures the active cultivation of an embodied
disposition. As the animation cuts away to a photograph of young men seated in an internet café,
pencils in hand, the narrator states: “But [Sex] need not be a problem if one adopts the proper
attitude.” One can cultivate the proper attitude, the proper “informational” mode of attention to
sensuous image-objects. Second, bodies themselves become informationalized. De-pornifying
porn. Robert says: “We simply want to understand certain things, inform ourselves, educate
ourselves” (RAES 2017a).

But Mame Cheikh’s reaction seems to ask, can the “informational” quality of images
neutralize what William Mazzarella calls their tendency, their ability to ignite questionable
feelings or desires in viewers (Mazzarella 2013)? Can an image ever be “only information?”

Mame Cheikh counters the notion of information as antidote to sexual attraction or
thoughts. At the same time, he counters the construal of “information” as extra-contextual in
keeping with Pigg’s (2001) observations. He embeds it in time, in season, in religion; it is
Ramadan. Expectations for mental clarity and purity are higher. An image is different at different
times; its informational and affective impact is not constant. And the affective impact of
“information” is not necessarily neutral.

Mame Cheikh’s reflections do not stop there. He follows up his pushback against
common development approaches to “information” with a profound reflection on the image and
on the digital. Without prompting or teasing from Rokhya or Modou, he poses a question, to the
room or perhaps to himself aloud, “If I think about the woman in the picture, is that the same as a
woman?” | ask what exactly he means by this. “A woman on the screen, and a woman...it’s the
same thing?” he wonders

Mame Cheikh’s question brings together media ideologies and an investment in
cultivating an ethical Muslim self. He queries, in effect, is a digital woman a woman? Is the on-
screen woman flesh, or the representation of flesh? Within the context of his concerns about
Ramadan, there are ethical and moral implications to the possible distinction. If there is a
distinction between “a woman” and “a woman on the screen,” looking at the image of body parts
is not given the same moral weight as sexual contact with an offscreen woman. Mame Cheikh
hits upon the uncertainties of digital embodiment, and the ethical and theological importance of
those uncertainties. This conversation foreshadows a flashpoint in sex education pedagogies
explored further below; how do hierarchies of sin meet media ideologies of the image?

What can we learn from two contrasting viewing events for the corps video episode?
Each highlights the contested distinction between flesh and representation of flesh. The Koldoise
who pointed out the “graph” in pornographie got unanimous applause. Her reception indicates a
general acceptance of her distinction. For Mame Cheikh, the distinction is unclear. And this lack
of clarity has ethical consequences. His colleagues’ reassurances about “information” and
“awareness-raising” are not enough to settle his theological and media ideological questions
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about images’ tendency. Information does not de facto quell the visceral potency of images, his
reaction suggests; on the contrary, images used for educational value highlight the uncertain
status of “women on the screen.” Mame Cheikh’s reaction not only indicates an (inevitable) rift
between metapragmatic model of informational health communication, and the actual pragmatics
of educational images. It also highlights the central and contested role that educational images
play in the cultivation of pious media-sexual subjects.

The Internet as Tool

In 2016, | delivered a brief report about my preliminary fieldwork findings to the Dakar
community-based organization where Mame Cheikh’s contestation of dominant ideologies of
transparency occurred. While the board and volunteers of the center listened politely, what 1
reported they already knew well; children rarely feel comfortable talking about sex or
reproductive health with their parents. They seek out their bajaan (“paternal aunts”) or friends,
with whom they feel more at ease asking questions on topics like periods and pregnancy risks.
The director and co-founder of the center gave me a crucial piece of advice; go talk to young
people in daayira. No study of education in santé de la reproduction (“reproductive health™)
would be adequate without including their perspectives.

Daayira, broadly defined, are Quranic schools. The term can also refer to Islamic youth
groups that educate members about various aspects of spiritual and ethical practice. This chapter
focuses on this second meaning of daayira. While an in-depth exploration of their history and
contemporary role in Senegalese life goes beyond the scope of this chapter, | note that Sufi
leaders, including those in daayira, have become enmeshed in international development
projects prized by NGOs, a point to which I return below (Guner 2021, Hill 2017).

Most members of Mame Cheikh and Rokhya’s organization who were still in their
twenties were members of daayira — some in their home neighborhoods, and some at the
Université Cheikh Anta Diop de Dakar (UCAD). One reproductive health volunteer took me to
his daayira for me to observe their meetings and later ask questions to their oustaz, a term that
designates someone possessing particularly profound Koranic knowledge.

| attended daayira meetings in Dakar’s quartiers populaires, its working-class
neighborhoods, as well as daayira meetings in the suburbs. 1 also attended a few meetings in
Kolda. Some of these meetings were devoted to prayer. At these | was a silent observer, sitting
with the rows of women behind the rows of men on wicker mats. Sometimes bored, sometimes
uplifted by rhythmic chants. Other meetings were devoted to a particular topic: the intricacies of
fasting during Ramadan, the correct way to practice ablutions, or how best to coordinate
fundraising for annual pilgrimages to the capitol city for their brotherhood. (I attended meetings
for daayira in both Murid and Tijaniyyah brotherhoods.) An oustaz might give a discourse,
drawing on Islamic texts. Questions would follow. Women would often ask questions by writing
them on notecards and passing them to the men to read.

When a few women daayira members in a working-class neighborhood of Dakar took me
under their wing, they taught me how to keep my headscarf from falling off. They also urged me
to write my own questions. But | could never gather my thoughts in time. Also, | often struggled
to understand the Wolof of speakers who were far away and whose lips were obscured by rows
of students in front of me.

Occasionally, an oustaz would cover topics more in my wheelhouse: gender roles, the
dangers of sex before marriage, and in one meeting in a Dakar suburb, “the Internet and Islam.”
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On that particular occasion, a group of about 20 people in their early twenties sat in rows on
wicker mats, laid out in the courtyard of a member’s family’s house. Another friend from Cheikh
and Rokhya’s organization had brought me along. Children played soccer outside the courtyard
gates. A delicious breeze tugged at our headscarves. It seemed an overwhelmingly broad topic.
The crux of the oustaz’ argument, which my friend helped me reconstruct after the event’s
conclusion, went like this: Allah has always given humans the juuntukaay (“tools”) they need.
When they needed food, God gave them plows. When they needed to get from place to place
faster, God gave them cars. When they needed information faster, God gave them the Internet.
Like any juuntukaay, the Internet can be used for good things: information for a school
assignment. And it can be used for bad things: sending photos of your body to boyfriends. The
Internet itself is not good or bad. Facebook has not committed any bakaar (“sin”). But people
commit bakaar on Facebook. They use it for bad purposes. Allah gave you the tools you need,
and the principles you need to lead a good life. Use tools as part of a good life.

This sermon, like many, placed the onus of digital age-discretion on women. For
instance, the oustaz highlighted girls’ indiscreet exposure through intimate photos, not
boyfriends’ indiscreet exposure or encouragement of internet-facilitated intim