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Abstract 

The youth digital financial inclusion agenda, particularly around mobile money, has been 

spurred by the need to find a solution to widespread un(der)employment among young people in 

Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). The social as well as economic importance for young people of achieving 

financial independence is recognised as a key means for their attainment of adulthood and - 

relatedly - of avoiding political instability. However, despite these policy goals, little research has 

explored the mobile money practices of young men and how these relate to their transition to 

adulthood.   

This research, based on twelve months of ethnographic research with young men in St Louis 

and Dakar, Senegal, set out to examine this dual-problematic by using Guyer’s (2004) conceptual 

framework of Marginal Gains and Johnson-Hanks’ (2002) ‘Vital Conjunctures’ theorisation of 

‘transitions’ to adulthood. These together enable analysis of the mobile money transactions of 

young men as they navigate local transactional institutions and socio-cultural norms of social 

adulthood. 

Mobile money was found to be imbricated into existing transactional institutions as well as 

being one in itself. Most importantly, it provided identity resources and allowed young men to 

achieve marginal gains in the process of social becoming through visibility in social and kinship 

networks, but only occasionally enabled them to achieve material gains.  Mobile money opened new 

routes for their aspirations towards experiencing social adulthood through ‘youth financial 

conjunctures’– and in particular contributing by putting their “hands in the village pot”. However, 

these were often found to be double-edged opportunities which also created greater potential for 

“not being considered” or for expectations to be unfulfilled or reversed. The promise of accessing 

and circulating wealth through mobile money is thus often counteracted by the reality of the 

structural economic limitations that keep young men feeling ‘stuck’ and unable to reach social 

adulthood. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Rationale for the inquiry 

In cities in six West African countries I saw […] young men everywhere – hordes of them. They 

were like loose molecules in a very unstable social fluid, a fluid that was clearly on the verge of 

igniting (Kaplan, 1994: 46). 

The growing development sector policy focus on providing digital financial services to young 

people across Sub-Saharan Africa in which mobile money is central, is rooted in an attempt to 

produce gainful economic employment for young people in the hope that this will enable them to 

make the “transition” towards economic independence and adulthood. Adulthood – and specifically 

manhood – is seen as requiring “some level of financial independence, employment or income, and 

subsequently starting a family” (Baker and Ricardo, 2005; p. ii). In the context of the burgeoning 

demographic of 18–30 year-olds and high unemployment and under-employment rates in this age 

group, economic independence is claimed to be critical to poverty reduction goals and reducing the 

risk of civil unrest (Dueck-Mbeba and Khan, 2015; Munive, 2010). 

For decades young people in Sub-Saharan Africa, and unemployed and underemployed 

young men in particular, have been considered as a potentially politically destabilising demographic 

(Urdal, 2012).  Policy makers have come to see young men’s unemployment as “a ticking time 

bomb” (Ighobor, 2013). The relationship between young men and civil disobedience has been 

consistently explored in both academic and industry literature, with some theorists believing there is 

a direct causal relationship between youth unemployment and the occurrence of civil disorder 

(Urdal, 2012; Weber, 2019; World Bank, 2005). 

In order to address this concern, the financial inclusion community have focussed some of 

their interventions on the transition of young men towards adulthood. Financial independence as an 

important facet of this transition may be interpreted in multiple ways; one key element of financial 

independence is the ability to have control over one’s finances. To do so, young men are seen as 

needing to be financially included (GPFI, 2010) and able to access the whole range of financial 

services including savings, transactions, insurance, and credit. As MasterCard claims, the “ability to 

manage money, build assets safely and plan for the future” is important to “making successful 

transitions to adulthood” (Dueck-Mbeba and Khan, 2015; p. 1). Indeed, as Child and Youth Finance 

International (CFYI) conceive the magnitude of this issue: “failure to pay attention to the critical 

financial development needs of a whole generation can result in in severe consequences to 
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individuals and, as a result, to entire economies” (Child and Youth Finance International, 2011; p. 9). 

Digital financial services and in particular mobile money, a mobile phone based financial account 

which can also enable wider access to financial services, have thus been deployed and supported by 

a variety of multinational institutions in order to provide the opportunity for young people to access 

and use financial services and improve their chances of gaining or creating employment. The 

ultimate goal being “financial planning, including managing and saving money, [in] successfully 

transitioning to adulthood” (Dueck-Mbeba and Khan, 2015; p. 5). 

The convergence of these two policy foci on financial inclusion and young men provide the 

core dual-problematic of this thesis. First is the financial inclusion focus which provokes the question 

of how specifically young men use financial services around which there is presently very little 

research. The focus on young men to explore this problematic was chosen both because of the 

association between young men and their potentially disruptive role in Sub-Saharan African 

countries while simultaneously filling a gap in research on young men’s digital financial practices, as 

much as it was the result of adapting to the emerging findings in the field research. The early 

research included young women as informants in interviews, but eventually chose to focus on young 

men exclusively as local cultural norms made it difficult to establish research relationships of a 

sufficient depth for ethnographic research.  

 The second problematic the thesis considers is conceptions in policy understanding and 

industry theories of the transition to adulthood and how financial services may relate to this 

transition. Again, this thesis will consider this in terms of how young men reach adulthood.  

The location chosen to explore this dual problematic is Senegal. The West African nation was 

chosen for three reasons. The first is that Senegal’s mobile money penetration rate at the time of 

research was low but steadily increasing. This was thus an interesting moment in the growth of 

mobile money to explore the service as it was being introduced and to gain a deep understanding of 

where and how mobile money would progressively fit into existing exchange systems in which young 

men were a part. A second reason was the relatively advanced telecommunications infrastructure of 

Senegal, and particularly in the chosen city of St Louis, whereby network connections were not an 

issue and therefore access to mobile money would be unimpeded by infrastructural concerns. The 

third, is that Senegal, and St Louis in particular, has a high percentage of young people. At the time 

of writing, the median age in Senegal was of 18.1 (World Bank, 2020). 

This chapter therefore explores this dual-problematic in greater depth before presenting the 

research questions of the thesis.  It begins by further exploring the policy rationale for youth 

financial inclusion, before turning to a brief review of the current state of financial services offered 
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to young people in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). These overviews offer a context of the state of youth 

financial services, as well as the gaps in understanding and the assumptions being perpetuated 

across both institutional and development industry literature. I will then briefly introduce the 

theoretical and conceptual frameworks based on the work of Guyer (2004) and Johnson-Hanks 

(2002) that are used in the thesis which led to an attempt to holistically explore young men’s 

exchanges and adulthood aspirations. This chapter will then present the research questions that 

drive the enquiry, before providing an overview of the thesis’ structure as a whole.  

1.2. Financial inclusion: origins and interests 

Financial inclusion is defined by the World Bank as “individuals and businesses [having] 

access to useful and affordable financial products and services that meet their needs – transactions, 

payments, savings, credit and insurance – delivered in a responsible and sustainable way” (World 

Bank, 2021a). This definition hides the complex and long history of international development and 

microfinance, of which financial inclusion is its latest iteration. 

Financial inclusion grew out of the “microfinance” developmental agenda which had, as its 

desired outcome, to provide individuals and businesses the means with which they could invest and 

expand enterprises and achievable sustainable livelihoods (Ghosh, 2013). In the early to late 2000s, 

microfinance was considered a crucial step in poverty reduction programs across the development 

sector. During this time, the microfinance community, with the backing of global development 

institutions, established specialised microfinance institutions, promoted regulatory frameworks, and 

progressively supported the roll-out of financial products, from loans to insurance (Copestake et al, 

2016). 

The shift of framing from “microfinance” to “financial inclusion” is a topic of debate, and 

indeed there exist several narratives on the reasons for the shift. The mainstream view suggests that 

the move happened as a result of the focus on financial sustainability and scale (Johnson, 2009). 

Since microfinance organisations needed to have local footprints, “building MFIs from scratch [is] a 

slow and expensive business’ (Johnson, 2009; p. 295). Indeed, the ability to reach the poorest 

customers across vast distances was both challenging, and meant that interest rates needed to be 

relatively high in order to sustain an MFIs profitability, a problematic concept given the customer 

demographic. With growing interest from formal financial institutions, alongside the recognition that 

reaching the ‘poorest’ was unsustainable, the focus was put on providing access for all, cemented in 

the World Bank’s 2007 publication Finance for All (World Bank, 2007). In this report, lacking access 

to financial services is claimed to be critical in producing income inequality and slow growth. 

Financial ‘exclusion’ was holding back poverty reduction programs. Thus, financial inclusion was born 
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out of the confluence of governments, NGOs and formal financial institutions to ‘bank the bottom 

billion’; to build large financial infrastructures that are accessible to all, to pursue financial 

sustainability and scale to financial services outreach, and in so doing, focus on “growth, equity, and 

poverty reduction” (World Bank, 2007; p. 1).  

Competing narratives to this mainstream view suggest that the term microfinance lost its 

appeal in policy circles after a series of crises in microcredit internationally (Guerin et al, 2015).  For 

example, the Indian microfinance crashes followed waves of suicides in the Indian state of Andhra 

Pradesh, caused by the rampant over-indebtedness of poor people to predatory microfinance 

institutions (Mader, 2013; Ghosh, 2013). Microfinance as a development strategy was thus thrust 

into public awareness and a reconsideration of the model began; with discussions over the provision 

of micro-credit and interest rates taking centre stage as policy makers sought alternatives to the 

provision of loans and credit (Mader, 2013). While microfinance as an industry did not disappear, it 

became part of the broader “financial inclusion” framework. 

Financial inclusion has also been framed as a way in which the development community 

centred the dichotomous terminology of “inclusion” and “exclusion” at the forefront of women’s 

empowerment struggles, seeing lack of “inclusion” – lacking access or ability to access financial 

services – as one of the main reasons for the continuing disparity in opportunities for women and 

men in Africa. In doing so, Natile (2020) claims that important issues such as the role of colonialism 

and development itself in “engineering gendered forms of exclusion” (p. 3) are unexamined. She 

suggests that women’s socioeconomic disadvantages were the result of colonial innovations; and 

the resulting political and economic marginalisation was reinterpreted as a lack of access rather than 

the outcome of the post-colonial project.  

Other commentators see financial inclusion as an extension of a financialization and a 

formalisation of poor people’s informal financial practices (Maurer, 2010). In this view, the financial 

inclusion sector, including private “FinTech” (financial technology capital investors), government 

regulators and developmental institutions, are interested in introducing formal payment spaces to a 

range of informal monetary practices, such as: rotating savings groups, informal social loans, long-

distance payments through taxi networks, and kinship insurance strategies. Using digital 

infrastructure, the financialization of these informal practices turns poor people into fiscal subjects –

turning poorer households into “generators of financial assets” (Gabor and Brooks, 2017). While this 

approach is consistent with “Bottom of the Pyramid” approaches in which private interests are 

aligned with human development goals, commentators are increasingly pointing towards the fact 

that financialization of poor people’s assets not only puts these at risk, through unregulated credit 
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products, but is furthermore an infringement on privacy (Gabor and Brooks, 2017). Indeed, along 

with formalising the exchange of money among the now “included”, what is further included is the 

data streams of poor people – whose data can be used to produce algorithms and credit scores 

without the involvement of the client group (Langley and Leyshon, 2020). 

1.3. Mobile money and digital financial services 

Along with the advances in mobile telephony, digital financial inclusion emerged with the 

advent of digital financial services (DFS) of which mobile money is an important part. DFS refers to a 

range of services such as credit, payments, remittances, and insurance delivered through digital 

platforms. These platforms include mobile-banking, international remittance platforms, and an 

increasingly versatile array of “platform eco-systems” such as “e-commerce, social media and ride-

hailing” (World Bank, 2020a; p. 2). 

Mobile money differs from these in its connection to telecommunications. Indeed, mobile 

money emerged in Kenya as a result of an experimental product development between Vodafone 

(Safaricom), the Commercial Bank of Africa, and Faulu Kenya (a local microfinance institution); 

supported through a DfID challenge fund (Hughs and Lonie, 2007). The original pilot was designed to 

reduce the opportunity costs farmers had in repaying loans to their microfinance institution, Faulu 

Kenya (Hughs and Lonie, 2007). The process was long and time consuming; each week farmers met 

together and gave interest payments or repayments to a treasurer responsible for meeting with the 

MFI. In seeking to reduce these time costs and test the mobile phone’s capability to be used for 

financial transactions, a pilot was planned in which the various actors (clients, agents, operators) 

were trained and provided with the mobile money technology called M-PESA. The original pilot 

utilised Safaricom’s agent networks to act as agents capable of withdrawing and depositing cash. 

While the initial repayment procedures were challenging due to Faulu’s repayment structure, the 

added functionality of purchasing air-time from the electronic account stimulated interesting 

entrepreneurial trends; some of the MFI’s clients began setting up side-businesses as informal air-

time resellers. Notably, several behaviours emerged which can still be found today; using M-PESA as 

a risk reduction technique when journeying somewhere else, using the service to remit funds to 

people in times of crisis, sending airtime to family and friends, even people repaying loans for others 

who had not yet mastered how to use a phone (Hughs and Lonie, 2007). Needless to say, these side-

cases ignited considerable interest and proved that mobile money had a broad appeal (especially 

outside of repaying MFI loans). 

While mobile money has witnessed considerable growth in East-Africa, the growth of ‘third 

party’ transactions platforms, often called ‘over-the-counter’ (OTC) services, have been more 
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dominant in West Africa. OTC services operate in much the same way as mobile money transactions, 

without having to own a mobile phone. With OTC, the agent executes the transaction for the 

customer without the need for a financial account; effectively providing a ‘cash-in, cash-out’ service 

(CGAP, 2016). The lack of a financial account has meant that this type of financial service has not 

garnered as much enthusiasm across industry and stakeholders, due to several concerns, such as: 

increased money laundering risks, limited scope for product offerings, and decreased provider 

revenue (CGAP, 2016). As a result of these concerns, the financial sector has chosen to support 

financial inclusion in which accounts are provided. This focus on electronic accounts held on the 

phone and the suggested benefits for young men are why mobile money forms the primary inquiry 

for this thesis, rather than analysing digital financial services more broadly.  

1.4. Youth financial inclusion 

Like financial inclusion, the rationale for youth financial inclusion is based on providing 

individuals with the appropriate products to build financial independence and strengthen livelihoods 

(MasterCard, 2014). Financial inclusion for young people emerged from a recognition that young 

people in developing countries traverse several important life events including; having children, 

getting married, buying a house, and entering the labour market. All of these events lead young 

people to transition to ‘adulthood’, and require monetary support (Child and Youth Finance 

International, 2011). The assumption therein is that with the right financial tools, young people 

might practice successful money management strategies to successfully transition through these ‘life 

events’ (Alliance for Financial Inclusion, 2021). From a political economy perspective, however, 

transitioning young people into adulthood may be viewed as the transition from potentially 

disruptive actors to stable and financially self-sustaining adults through access to youth financial 

services. As an International Labour Organisation report stated in 2016; “youth financial services 

interventions [..] are increasingly being regarded as a key component of employment and poverty 

reduction solutions” (Sykes et al, 2016; p. 16). 

More recently, the Covid 19 perspective on youth in Africa has suggested that the pandemic 

has impacted young people’s employment and skills development the hardest, and that therefore 

reinforced policy commitment to providing youth with mobile money is a crucial step in providing 

income opportunities (ITU, 2021; GSMA, 2020). Once more, the main driving institutions of financial 

inclusion reiterated the importance of digital financial services in achieving this goal (Sharma, et al. 

2020; World Bank, 2020a). 

From the formal financial institutions’ perspective, the agenda has not changed from the 

inception of microfinance – indeed, since the focus on providing microcredit in the early 2000s. 
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‘Banking the bottom billion’ was the slogan for the activities that sought to establish a win-win 

strategy for banking institutions and customers alike (Reeves and Sabharwal, 2013). In this 

perspective, the poorest underserved ‘customers’ would get access to financial services and improve 

their livelihoods as they are able to save money more securely and even potentially access a whole 

range of financial products. In this perspective, there is wealth in numbers; a billion people remain 

unbanked and though the amounts in savings are low, the scale of the population, customer 

retention as livelihoods improve and disposable income increases, and customer footprint in 

underdeveloped areas are all significant financial returns to potential investors (McKay and Pickens, 

2010). In focussing on young people, often claimed to be technologically savvy and first to 

experiment, the financial incentive to develop youth specific interventions follows much the same 

agenda (World Bank, 2014). On the one hand, offering financial services to young people might 

‘strengthen’ their livelihoods and entrepreneurial potential, on the other, financial institutions are 

able to influence generations into using their products and reap the rewards as poverty reduction 

strategies take hold (Child and Youth Finance International, 2012). 

From an academic perspective, the policy focus on youth financial inclusion has little 

evidential ground; there is little research investigating young people’s financial behaviours and how 

these might relate to employment generation, poverty reduction, or the transition to adulthood that 

these are intended to address. More broadly, recent studies claim there is limited evidence to 

suggest financial inclusion has a significant impact on poverty reduction as a whole, regardless of age 

(Duvendack and Mader, 2019; Duvendack, 2019). The primary references developmental institutions 

use to reference claims of poverty reduction stem from Jack and Suri’s (2016) research, in which 

they find that mobile money in Kenya lifted 2% of Kenyan households out of poverty. Since then, 

however, reviews of financial inclusion research and programs have not consistently shown similar 

results; in short-term and long-term outcomes (Duvendack and Mader, 2019).  The inability to 

demonstrate poverty reduction as a consistent impact of mobile money use has been a source of 

contention in the development sector – to the point where many of the financial inclusion actors 

have begun questioning what, exactly, are the impact pathways if not poverty reduction. To this 

effect, the UN, Mastercard and the Consultative Group to Assist the Poor (CGAP) have begun 

broadening their research agenda to include different evaluative measures of the impact of digital 

finance. CGAP, in 2020, released a report examining alternative evaluative frameworks such as 

wellbeing; the UNCDF in 2019 first shifted their perspective from building ‘financial resilience’ to, 

most recently, a broader framework of ‘financial health’ (UNCDF, 2021), and MasterCard has been 

engaging Caribou Digital to conduct an effort to understand all the research globally as 

conversations regarding the impact become progressively more sceptical (Storchi, Hernandez and 
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McGuinness, 2020). The term then, “financial inclusion for what?” becomes important as donors 

question the effectiveness of digital financial interventions.  

1.5. Digital Financial Services (DFS) for young people in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) 

While debates regarding the effectiveness of mobile money on poverty reduction continue, 

globally, there has been a significant growth in both mobile money products and mobile money 

users. SSA has been the fastest growing region over the last decade regarding new unique mobile 

phone subscribers and connections. By the end of 2018 there were 456 million subscribers 

representing a penetration rate of 44%, and more than half of these were using internet services on 

mobile phones (GSMA, 2019). Of those, nearly 395.7 million had mobile money accounts, 

representing almost half of all accounts globally and involving more than 130 live mobile money 

operators and 1.4 million active agents (GSMA, 2019). West Africa, has seen impressive growth in 

mobile money accounts in the last decade, with the proportion of adults owning a mobile money 

account rising to 33%, approximately twice the proportion of people owning a financial account 

(FinDex, 2017). According to the latest Findex survey, however, the proportion of “young adults”, 

defined as between the ages of 15-24, owning an account rose dramatically in Senegal. In the three 

years between 2014 and 2017, the share of young adults owning a mobile money account rose from 

3% to 27%. The proportion of adults aged 25 and above saw their increase of mobile money 

accounts from 8% to 35%. That said, the data in the Findex also shows some importance nuances. 

Individual subscribers tend to be educated, with the vast majority of users having at least a 

secondary education (Findex, 2017).  

In terms of young people and vulnerable groups, the promise of mobile phone technology to 

increase financial access has been potent within the imaginations of donor institutions for two 

reasons. First, in terms of their potential to reduce the high fixed costs of operating banks which 

require reliable infrastructure (Johnson, 2009). The constraints of use associated with geographical 

distance are overcome in new ways giving banks the potential to offer digital financial services more 

efficiently and profitably especially in reaching rural populations. Indeed, as the World Bank claims, 

the costs of savings account and bill payment services are 20 percent lower than they are in 

traditional banking by MFIs and other banks oriented towards the poor (McKay and Pickens, 2010). 

In the same vein, a recent analysis by The Gates Foundation claims that cost savings can be as high 

as 75 percent for accounts and 95 percent for transactions in developing economies “by using 

efficiencies from scaling electronics and mobile payments” (Gates Foundation, 2015; p. 26). This 

increase in efficiency is highly consistent with the “Washington Consensus” in terms of the focus on 

commercial viability, financial self-sufficiency, and operational efficiency in expanding financial 

inclusion. Secondly, mobile phone technology is said to be easily used by young people, who develop 
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‘sticky behaviours’ during adolescence; referring to young people’s speed and ability to understand 

new technologies and use them (Arnold, 2012). Indeed, while studies looking at this phenomenon 

are relatively scarce, certain qualitative research studies conducted by the Grameen Foundation 

have found that children often teach themselves how to use mobile phones, and can be important 

actors in teaching elders how to use them in order to access financial services (IFAD, 2015). 

Thus, from a policy perspective, many recommendations have sought to influence policy 

makers in facilitating the telecommunications infrastructure and regulatory environment of 

developing countries in order to extend financial services more easily. Leading the efforts has been 

the Global Partnership for Financial Inclusion (GPFI). The GPFI is the main implementing mechanism 

endorsed by the G20 Leaders and functions as an inclusive platform for G20 and non-G20 countries, 

as well as “relevant stakeholders for peer learning, knowledge sharing, policy advocacy and 

coordination” (GPFI, 2010). It has spearheaded implementation in all matters financial inclusion, 

with CGAP, the Alliance for Financial Inclusion (AFI) and the International Finance Corporation (IFC) 

as partners. Other partners such as the World Bank, the OECD, the Better than Cash Alliance and the 

International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) have also joined since the 2010 Seoul 

summit. As part of the G20 principles for Innovative Financial Inclusion, the partnership has focussed 

on three factors: fostering safe and sound adoption of innovative, adequate, low-cost financial 

service delivery models; help provide framework of incentives for various bank, insurance, and non-

bank actors involved, while ensuring fair conditions of competition between all financial service 

players; and, fostering affordable financial services that respond to customer’s needs in both quality 

and range (GPFI, 2010).  

Yet despite this over-arching framework, it seems that industry actors are still somewhat 

divided when agreeing upon several important aspects of extending digital financial services to 

young people. In a study by New America Foundation and Making Cents International (Zimmerman 

and Arnold, 2013), one hundred professionals with experience in youth financial inclusion and 

mobile phones were interviewed on the subject. The study found little consensus on how young 

people used mobile phones: whether this was for calls or texts, or whether they could not access 

them. Half of the respondents said they considered young people as a separate segment from 

adults, whereas one-fourth responded that it depended on the tool. Conversely, when asked which 

tool presented the most promise for young people in the future, respondents unanimously claimed 

mobile money. Perhaps the most telling response, however, was in answering the question “What is 

stifling innovation on mobile-based youth financial access?”, to which most respondents answered a 

lack of in-depth research and “evidence on mobile phones and youth, particularly on financial 

inclusion” (Ibid. p. 15). Indeed, whereas global development institutions have focussed extensively 
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on the regulatory environments of developing nations in order to expand financial services to young, 

there remain important questions regarding how the challenges are unique or specific to different 

youth groups, and what are the gender differences in financial service needs and mobile access and 

usage among this cohort? Indeed, globally researchers have only just begun to scratch the surface of 

extending financial services to young people, yet still know very little regarding the peculiarities of 

young people in developing countries and their needs, desires, and thoughts regarding digital 

financial services. It is this gap in research that this thesis aims to explore.   

In terms of gendered access, there is a growing area of literature surrounding men’s use of 

mobile money. Early research in particular found that mobile money transactions mainly 

represented remittance flows from husbands to wives in rural Kenya (Stuart, Ferguson and Cohen, 

2011; Johnson and Nino-Zarazua, 2010). Recent insights from FSD Kenya (Mintz-Roth, 2018) found 

that men are more active users, more likely to use mobile money for everyday purchases, but were 

also more likely to be critical of mobile money because of the added pressure to send money to 

networks of dependents. Crucially, some of the interviewees in the research claimed mobile money 

made necessary for young men to demonstrate their earning potential through remittances. If young 

men fail to marry and prove their earning potential, they are “give[n] up on” (Mintz-Roth, 2018; p. 

4).  More recently, Kusimba, Yang and Chawla (2016) presented the complex transactional mobile 

money patterns used in matrilineal kinship networks among women in Kenya. Within these 

networks, women would remit frequently towards a range of needs that cemented or increased 

their social status within social and kinship networks. Mothers in particular were found to be central 

figures in the distribution and reception of mobile money flows, and would recirculate assistance 

funds to others within these complex networks (Kusimba, et al, 2016). Similar findings were 

presented in Johnson’s (2015) research in Kenya wherein women’s mobile money transactions were 

found to be central to the strengthening and shaping of social ties.  

While there is a growing body of research into women’s mobile money practices, qualitative 

research insights into young men specifically still mostly eludes the financial inclusion sector. Indeed, 

industry insights suggest that young men are early adopters of digital financial services, and that 

across Sub-Saharan Africa men are more likely to have access to financial services than women 

(Findex, 2017; Chamboko, Heimtann and Van Der Westhuizen, 2018).  However, specific qualitative 

insights into young men’s mobile money practices are mostly derived from broader research on 

mobile money, such as Johnson’s (2015) insights from her research on indigenous financial concepts 

and practices that “young men, in particular, strategically develop friendships within which 

resources are exchanged as a response to their limited access to affordable funds” (p.10). Likewise, 

Kusimba et al’s (2016) research found that, while younger men frequently received remittances, 
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they do not figure as much as older men in their centrality among transactions between social and 

kinship networks. Beyond these, there is little qualitative insights into young men’s mobile money 

practices; and in particular, how their unique place in SSA contributes to these practices.  

1.6. Conceptualising young people’s financial and mobile money transactions 

With this brief overview of youth financial inclusion, the two main problematics described in 

the introduction are evident; there is no clear understanding of the digital financial behaviours of 

young people in SSA despite the policy focus, and there is a gap in the understanding of how these 

might contribute towards ‘transitioning’ to adulthood.  Indeed, while there is a rich vein of academic 

research into poor people’s financial practices which seeks to more deeply understand how poor 

and low-income people actually use financial services (e.g. Collins et al, 2009; Johnson, 2016; 

Kusimba, 2012, etc) this task that has clearly not yet been adequately undertaken for young men.  

Moreover, the particular policy claim regarding the importance of this for young men in their 

transition to adulthood is a clear gap in the literature. 

In order to undertake such an enquiry, it is necessary to utilise conceptual frameworks which 

address each of the identified problematics.  First, I reviewed anthropological theories of money and 

exchange.  Among these Guyer’s (2002) conceptual framework of “marginal gains” ultimately 

presented itself as the most useful in exploring young people’s exchanges. Her framework was 

developed in contradistinction to much of the existing development economics academic literature 

which she believed lacked in certain critical aspects; namely, value multiplicity. Arguing that the 

singularity of value, the commensuration of monetary value to objects in Western society, had 

blinded Western economists to the capacity to understand how different scales of value exist, she 

instead suggests that the existence and conversions between value scales formed an essential 

exchange structure in Atlantic Africa that provided certainty where economic fluctuations were 

common. This framework presented itself as most appropriate once field work had been undertaken 

since - as will be seen - it was most able to illuminate many of the financial behaviours that were in 

evidence. 

Moreover, Guyer’s framework has been an inspiration for use in a more recent ethnographic 

investigation into exchange between Muslim families in Senegal (Buggenhagen, 2012). In this 

research, the author describes exchanges between individuals as motivated by a range of cultural 

and social motivations, drawing from religious and spiritual meanings to the navigation of social 

status. Significantly, exchanges used multiple types of currencies depending on the situation, such as 

baby naming ceremonies or one of Senegal’s many religious festivals. Not only did each festival or 

ceremony present opportunities for using alternative currencies to state-backed tender, but over 
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time these alternative currencies varied in value according to, she suggests, economic fluctuations of 

the time (Buggenhagen, 2012). These findings are particularly important in considering young people 

as they deal with situations where income and employment prospects are in short supply. Indeed, 

while mobile money might be useful to use – young people’s lack of access to state currency means 

financial services will not actively contribute to their lives and will certainly not reduce poverty or 

create employment. Rather, they are likely to be in search of alternative value scales.  

Guyer’s theory thus provides a conceptual framework to explore the range of value scales 

young people engage within a plethora of exchange situations. Specifically, the conceptual 

vocabulary Guyer develops is used to cement the flexible ways in which exchanges occur. Concepts 

such as “exchange registers” and “value conversions” provide a way to understand how multiple 

normative perspectives are used to elicit value in any exchange; and sometimes used to gain value 

where no “monetary” value exists. As such, it provides a framework through which it is possible to 

conceptualise how young people have access to multiple possibilities to make “gains” by utilising 

alternative value frameworks. Guyer’s theoretical framework, however, has not been 

operationalised in ethnographic research such as this. As such, much of this thesis’ early theoretical 

development needed to draw out from her considerably “complex” theory its core concepts, and 

utilise these in relation to the empirical findings. While this was a difficult task, it was useful to, once 

again, understand the broader exchange landscape before focusing on mobile money. 

Understanding where and how exchanges were taking place, particularly by young people vying for 

scarce resources, both illuminated the allure of mobile money as well as the aspirational elements of 

reaching adulthood. 

The second problematic regarding the “transition” to adulthood seen as a function of 

achieving financial independence, is based in existing theoretical approaches to young people which 

use life-stage theory which dissect the life cycle by age. However, doing so brings up difficult 

questions such as: if adulthood is determined by employment and financial independence, then why 

is youth so often premised on an age-range? Or more broadly, the limits of life-stage ethnography 

have to do with questioning the extent to which age is the best descriptor for adulthood, rather than 

understanding the underlying cultural identity characteristics that inform such a concept. An 

alternative is the non-linear perspective of Johnson-Hanks’ (2002) “vital conjunctures” framework. 

This theory which takes a structure and agency perspective places importance on the defining 

cultural and social structural norms, and the perceived actions one may take within this structure. In 

doing so, Johnson-Hanks (2002) posits that adulthood is less an “achievement” but rather the 

expression of one or more identity characteristics seen as representing adulthood in any context. 

This approach is valuable because it focuses on three aspects crucial to the experience of young 
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people. The first, is that young people everywhere are different and what might be considered adult 

in one context is not necessarily adult in another. The second, is that adulthood is a combination of 

“identity resources” young people draw on – they may be accessible at some points in life, and less 

so at other points, making adulthood not a permanent status but one that is fluidly navigated during 

one’s life – hence, nonlinear. The third, is that Johnson-Hanks (2002) suggests that decision making 

is informed by future imaginaries; what she terms conjunctural horizons. For Johnson-Hanks (2002) 

young people determine their actions and decisions based on what possibilities they are able to 

envision. This framework is important given the shifting goalposts of masculinity and modernity in 

Senegal. As mediatised imaginaries of modernity come into conflict with traditional cultural 

structures, young people are having to navigate both in a continuous struggle to express the identity 

characteristics they wish to adopt.  

1.7. Research questions 

With this overview of the dual problematic of the development sector’s focus on financial 

services for young people, this research therefore aims to address the gap in research by exploring 

the mobile money practices of young people in Senegal as they seek adulthood. There are two broad 

objectives which drive the research focus: first, to develop an analysis of young people’s mobile 

money practices using Guyer’s theory of Marginal Gains and Johnson-Hank’s framework of vital 

conjunctures, and hence, second, to explore how and to what extent financial practices and 

particularly those of mobile money - play a role in reaching the status of adulthood for young men in 

Senegal.  

Underscoring these objectives are three areas that need to be considered. The first is the 

consideration of how mobile money is conceived of as a digital financial service, and what practices 

arise from young people’s interaction with it.  To do this, a more holistic approach is needed to first 

understand the broader exchange landscape – and determine where and how mobile money plays a 

role in this landscape. To explore this, the thesis considers financial practices empirically, and 

explores the adaptability of Guyer’s (2004) conceptual vocabulary to illuminate the empirical data.  

The second area of consideration is how these practices may be conceptualized in terms of 

how they contribute to experiences of adulthood. As such, the question is divided into two parts; the 

first is an empirical enquiry into questioning how young men’s exchanges factor into their 

perspective of reaching “adulthood”. The sub-question is thus, determining the extent to which a 

combined marginal gains and vital conjunctures framework allows for useful insights into the extent 

to which young men’s digital financial practices are determined by a desire to be considered an 

adult.  
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The questions can thus be formulated: 

1.  

a.  What is the social and cultural landscape of exchange that young men in 

Senegal are engaged in? 

b. How does Guyer’s (2004) Marginal Gains framework illuminate these 

exchanges? 

 

2.  

a.  To what extent do young men’s exchanges factor in their transition towards 

“adulthood”?  

b. To what extent can the Marginal Gain’s framework be integrated with a vital 

conjunctures framework to produce a theoretical approach to young people’s 

mobile money exchanges as they seek adulthood? 

1.8. Structure of thesis 

The thesis proceeds as follows. The next two chapters offer a review of the literature and 

then lay out the two theories which are the focus of the enquiry. Chapter 2 explores youth and 

mobile money from an anthropological perspective. Beginning with a summary of the anthropology 

of money, the chapter then explores ethnographic literature on young people and mobile phones in 

Sub-Saharan Africa before turning to recent studies on mobile money specifically. This chapter will 

demonstrate how money has a deep-rooted cultural dimension in many African societies, one that 

has, over the years, become significantly different to a Western monetary perception. Similarly, the 

role of mobile phones has come to play an important role in several aspects of culture including 

gender and courtship, mobility and modernisation, and communication. All of these areas provide 

the view that, rather than creating “new” social norms and practices, mobile phones tend to 

accentuate existing practices.  

The subsequent chapter focuses on the two main theoretical frameworks that the thesis will 

use to explore young people’s use of mobile money as they seek to reach adulthood. Both Guyer’s 

(2004) and Johnson-Hanks’ (2002) theories are described and discussed in terms of their usefulness 

for depicting young people at the margins of a society in which they have difficulty finding 

employment and to be considered adults. The chapter then considers the multiple theoretical 

similarities in both frameworks’ treatment of agency and structure. Indeed, Johnson-Hanks’ (2002) 

vital conjunctures framework takes a significant amount of foundational theory from Guyer (2004), 



 

15 
 

extending the point of value multiplicity to identity resources in young people. From a theoretical 

standpoint, both frameworks cohere into one another well enough to consider being applied to 

ethnographic research.  

Chapter 4 provides a review of the political, social, and cultural context of Senegalese youth. 

Throughout the chapter, details regarding young people’s economic outlook are provided, as well as 

aspects of society such as the caste structure and the highly religious dimension of daily life in 

Senegal. Moreover, the context of mobile money services in Senegal are described, allowing a 

broader understanding of where, in the development of digital financial infrastructure, Senegal 

stands.  

Chapter 5 describes the methodology as it was designed and the changes that happened 

during fieldwork. Over the 12 months of ethnography, several methods changed and adapted to the 

growing amount of data collected, along with a deeper focus and relationship building with certain 

informants. This chapter will touch upon several methodological findings that are considered as 

important for the field of mobile money research; namely, that researching mobile money entails 

necessarily a triangulation of multiple narratives and observations, along with individual and group 

interviews in order to understand the multiple levels of normative reactions to the use of mobile 

money.  

Chapters 6, 7 and 8 are the empirical chapters and explore the relationship between the 

empirical data and the theoretical frameworks developed in chapter 3. Each chapter builds upon 

further theoretical development to arrive at a framework that is considered a useful tool for 

understanding young men’s exchanges as they navigate the complexities of adulthood. 

The thesis then concludes in chapter 9 with a summary of the main contributions and 

findings, reflections on methodology and implications for the policy debates whose problematic 

motivated the thesis. 
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2. The anthropology of youth and mobile money 

2.1.  Introduction 

At the time of writing, the mobile money industry has seldom chosen to include literature on 

economic anthropology in its research agendas or as a basis for understanding its interventions in 

developing nations. The conception of money as a type of value has primarily been understood as 

state-issued tender or electronic money (e-money), without wider discussion relating to money as a 

currency among many other non-tender currencies used in various economic and cultural contexts. 

Likewise, mobile phones are often discussed in reference to their utility, to the difficulty in using the 

technology, or in discussions of literacy and mobile money use. These narrow conceptions of both 

money and mobile phones suggests that a holistic understanding of how mobile money fits within 

young men’s existing and evolving exchange practices is clearly lacking in the financial inclusion 

literature – a gap this thesis aims to address. 

To address this gap, this chapter will begin by providing a review of the anthropology of 

money, engaging with classical academic literature to more recent theoretical approaches. 

Throughout, the intention is to demonstrate that money represents, more than a store of value and 

medium of exchange, a medium through which networks of social ties are expanded, created, and 

transformed over time. When reviewing the recent literature in the anthropology of money, one is 

quickly confronted with the scope of research and divergent views which coexist. Indeed, in the last 

20 years alone there have been a significant number of new theories or theoretical approaches to 

the study of money (for example, Fine and Lapavitsas, 2000; Gilbert, 2005; Graeber, 2014; Hann and 

Hart, 2011; Geoffrey Ingham, 2013; Maurer, 2006; Zelizer, 1996). As a result, the state of 

anthropology of money today is considerably fragmented (Hann and Hart, 2011). In order to shed 

light on how money has been formulated and studied, and how these contributions enlighten the 

function of money in young men’s lives, this chapter will focus on the evolution of theories of money 

allowing for an appreciation of the multiplicity of ways money can function in the social organization 

of communities. 

This multiplicity is reflected in ethnographic research on mobile phones, as the next section 

in this chapter will review. Similar to the way in which money is conceptualised, the financial 

inclusion community understands the use of mobile phones in digital financial inclusion 

unreflexively; focussing on utility, telecommunications infrastructure, or a range of factors impacting 

on the ability to use mobile phones. While important, this does not convey the range of social and 
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cultural uses and expressions the mobile phone produces. The ethnographic literature on mobile 

phones, on the other hand, reveals how these play significant roles in the organisation of social life. 

From their use in gender, courtship, and family dynamics, to their role in oral societies in Africa, the 

mobile phone is both a medium of communication, as well as a symbolic item; one that represents 

modernity to some, and a potentially corruptive influence on others. Mobile money, then, comprises 

elements of monetary multiplicity as well as communicative and symbolic aspects of mobile phones 

– making it a unique combination of the two, as recent mobile money ethnographies have explored.  

The final section of this chapter will explore the limited yet promising range of ethnographic 

and sociological research into mobile money in Sub-Saharan Africa. Perhaps unsurprisingly, many of 

the themes covered in the anthropology of money emerge in qualitative research on mobile money. 

Johnson (2015) and Kusimba et al. (2013) for example, identify qualities of entrustment and debt as 

an integral quality in the exchange of money through mobile money transactions. Johnson (2015) 

finds that relational aspects of exchanges such as negotiability and exchange quality, are also 

premised on the ability of individuals to navigate the social spaces they inhabit.  

In addressing these three topics, this chapter establishes three important premises that the 

research and empirical data will explore. The first is that state-issued tender should be considered 

one of many transactional items used in cultural exchange systems, and that western-biases need to 

be overcome in exploring wider exchange patterns in Sub-Saharan Africa. The second premise, is 

that mobile phones should be placed in their particular context when researching mobile money; the 

context of mobility, modernization, and young people’s evolving mobile phone practices. In doing so, 

this thesis aims to capture both exchange practices as well as the extent to which the symbolic 

characteristics of using mobile phones influences mobile money practices for young men. Lastly, in 

reviewing mobile money research, the thesis explores the extent to which mobile money expands 

and accentuates certain relational exchanges but is likewise beholden to existing normative 

exchange practices.  

2.2. The anthropology of money 

Money and the myth of Barter 

Going back to Aristotle, but particularly promoted by Adam Smith, the hypothesis that 

money evolved from barter is one that is repeated uncritically in modern economics textbooks 

(Graeber, 2001; Hann  Hart, 2011). The explanation behind this reasoning often takes the notion that 

the emergence of a token of value that can perform the functions of medium of exchange, unit of 

account, and store of value, is critical to the development of markets – which themselves are natural 

states (Case, Fair, Gärtner,  Heather, 1999). In particular, the function of medium of exchange is 
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understood as key in the development of money, as is suggested in the double coincidence of wants 

theory, while the others are usually taken for granted that they ensue (Gilbert, 2005; Geoffrey 

Ingham, 2013). Indeed, the double coincidence of wants theory postulates that, as indigenous 

communities grow, the scenario in which one can trade on terms of barter for the products which 

one produces becomes more difficult as the diversification of products produces more complexity in 

aligning the trade intentions and desires between two parties (Ibid.). This scenario, as Gilbert (2005) 

and Graeber (2014) point out, is purely hypothetical. Indeed, it is presented in terms of an imagined 

scenario, such as in Begg, Fischer and Dornbusch’s (1997) economic textbook, in which they ask the 

reader to “imagine” a barter economy. Others similarly ask us to imagine’ having to exchange our 

labour directly for the product of someone else’s labour (Maunder, 1991). These textbook theories 

start from Adam Smith’s argument that human nature has an indelible propensity to truck and 

barter, and that this separates humans from the natural world (Graeber, 2014; Hann and Hart, 

2011).  

The notion that money is seen as a natural creation of societies which transition from barter 

to market systems has important implications for the way in which money has since been 

interpreted and studied. According to Ingham (1996) it has meant that money as the object of study 

has been “neglected by the dominant or mainstream traditions not only in modern economics but 

also in sociology” (p. 508). Gilbert (2005) similarly suggests that this simplified view of money has 

sidestepped the multifunctional dimensions of money and argues that the neglect of analysing 

money itself reflects the way in which economics has conceived money as “little more than a tool for 

rationalizing economic exchange in an idealized economic model constituted of “natural” barter 

relations” (p. 359). Indeed, Schumpeter (1994) claims that “money enters the picture only in the 

modest role of a technical device that has been adopted in order to facilitate transactions” (Ibid. p. 

277). Thus, the analysis of particular forms of economic organizations is deemed simply contextual, 

with complex institutions such as financial systems reduced to abstract relations between rational, 

utility maximizing agents (Ingham, 2001). 

Money as universal, relative or both?   

This notion of rational and utility maximizing agents has been a persistent intellectual 

contention since the earliest anthropological investigations into money. As Graeber (2001) suggests, 

attempts to bring maximizing theories into anthropology have stumbled into “incredibly complicated 

dead ends” (Graeber, 2001; p. 8). Of the most emblematic and earliest debates surrounding this 

issue in the anthropology of money is the intellectual divide between the analysis of money in Mauss 

and Malnowski’s ethnographic investigations. In Mauss’ essay The Gift (1990 [1925]), Mauss 

attempts to situate gift-giving practices in ‘primitive’ societies as methods by which the members 
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create and arrange social relations in their societies. The impetus behind gift-giving was three-fold: 

in giving, one expresses generosity, and thus is deserving of respect; in receiving one expresses 

respect to the giver and is allowed to prove one’s own generosity; in returning the gift one expresses 

an equivalent or greater degree of honour in comparison to the initial giver (Mauss, 1990). In such a 

way, gift-giving is greatly influence by morality – creating, in the exchange, moral bonds between 

individuals. Thus, Mauss furthered the Durkheimian perspective which argues that the economy is 

made possible through more than contracts, but includes a “combination of law, state, customs, 

morals, and shared history” (Hart, 2014; p. 3). Moreover, the objects being exchanged in ritualistic 

gift-giving was for Mauss a representation of a “primitive money” – in that “they have purchasing 

power and this power has a figure set on it” (Ibid. p.4). Furthermore, this power was imbued in such 

a way that it represented “a total prestation”; within it containing the totality of the society it is part 

of. For Mauss, the item of exchange is economic, political, kinship-oriented, mythological, magical, 

practical, personal, and social. Thus, by exchanging the object between individuals, gift-giving 

rearranges social practices. Far from being isolated cases, Mauss argued that these were extreme 

cases of a more generalized system, one in which the market and money were universals. Indeed, 

the ritualistic gift-giving ceremonies such as the Native American potlach indicated the presence of a 

type of market, whereas gifts in primitive societies were versions of money which acted as ways in 

which actors would further the reach and scale of their social arrangements, by exchanging with 

increasingly wider networks (Hart, 2007). These theories would shape future anthropological 

insights into money and exchange. For example, in Firth’s research on the economic life of 

Polynesian islanders (2013 [1939]), he emphasized both the social nature of exchanges, but was also 

adamant that these exchanges could in fact borrow certain economic concepts and models to fit. As 

Hart (2007) explains, Firth insisted that the varied social obligations of the islanders did not detract 

from the basic explanatory power of “rational economic choice” (p. 137). 

In contrast, in Malinowski’s monograph “The Argonauts of the Western Pacific” (1922 

[2002]), he describes the complex inter-island trade as one which did not need markets, money or 

states and suggested that societies could use the concept of generosity in exchanges, rather than the 

economic principles of utility maximization. On the subject of money, Malinowski spoke of the 

“tokens of wealth” that circulated the islands, as objects which did not represent what Western 

civilisations would refer to as money for they were not used according to the logic of market 

exchange. Instead, exchanges among islanders were described as ritualistic and altruistic, and 

predicated on a set of well-defined regulations and customs. This prompted Malinowski to call for a 

reconceptualization of what academics at the time called “primitive value”, arguing that words such 

as ‘money’ or ‘currency’ were often erroneously thought of as human universals. Similarly, 
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Thurnwald (1932; in Graeber, 2001) argued for a conception of money that was not limited by 

theories of a self-interested utility-maximizing agent. Although he agreed to an extent with the 

Aristotelian perspective on money (money as a medium of exchange), he underlines that the 

exchanges occurring in his field work were instead firmly rooted in complex social processes.  

Thus, the seed to the internal debate in the anthropology of money had been sown. On the 

one hand, anthropologists such as Malinowski argued against using economic models and western 

concepts such as ‘money’ and ‘the market’ to explain so-called primitive societies. On the other, 

those claiming validity in universal economic models such as those Firth uses to explain the 

economic practices of ‘primitive people’. This intellectual divide would later be understood as the 

debate between the ‘substantivists’ and the ‘formalists’. The labels associated to each school of 

thought was drawn from Karl Polanyi’s contribution to Trade and Market in the Early Empires (1957; 

in Hart, 2007). Within it, Polanyi suggested that two meanings of the word “economic” had been 

conflated: the substantive and the formal. On the one hand, the substantive meaning of the word 

‘economic’ was to characterize pre-industrial societies, those that relied on materials and their 

environment in order to survive and reproduce. On the other hand, the formal meant to reflect the 

conceptualisation of ‘modern’ economic societies, where people, through the market, would engage 

in individual decision-making strategies.  

Polanyi’s further contribution to the anthropology of money came through his distinction 

between ‘general purpose’ money and ‘special purpose’ money (Polanyi, Arensberg,  Pearson, 1957). 

The former, he argued, referred to non-Western people’s concept of money, which was plural and 

deeply embedded in complex social relationships, while the latter represented the ‘modern’ concept 

of money which was abstract, impersonal, and operated under the principles of universal fungibility. 

In a series of essays on the Tiv in colonial West Africa, Bohannan (1957) developed these concepts 

further by putting in contradistinction the ‘unicentric’ Western market economy, and the Tiv 

‘multicentric’ economic system. According to Bohannan (1957), the Tiv of Nothern Nigeria held 

different ‘spheres of exchange’ through which certain items could stand on equal value to be 

transacted in the market place. Each of these spheres had their own particular moral and cultural 

underpinnings, as well as tightly regulated practices in the act of exchanging. For example, the 

lowest hierarchical sphere was that of subsistence exchange through which one could exchange 

different food stuffs with other strangers in a market. However, on the highest exchange rung, that 

of dependent persons, one would not be able to exchange commodities of subsistence for the 

exchangeable items of this sphere of exchange. Thus, for the Tiv, there was no common 

denominator of exchange. 
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Money as flattening social ties: classic sociological views  

Another important aspect of Bohannan’s research was the implication that the introduction 

of general purpose money into the Tiv trading spheres was a disaster. According to Bohannan 

(1957), the introduction of general purpose money meant that the norms and regulations regarding 

trading within and between spheres were being breached since individuals from any age or rank 

could buy prestige goods and enter marriage circuits on their own terms. This particular view was 

not isolated, and was indeed reflected in many anthropological studies of the time (Dalton, 1965; 

Sahlins, 1985).  

According to Maurer (2006) and Hart (2007), these views reflected classical sociological 

analyses of theorists such as Simmel, Durkheim and Marx, who contended that money, in its 

capacity to commensurate items that would otherwise be incommensurable, would erode ‘other 

societies’ systems of value, “flattening the dense and complex networks of value formation that had 

previously been built on distinctions of gender, rank, age, and status” (Marx, 1977 [1844], in Maurer, 

2006; p. 21). For Marx, the fact that money had the effect of reducing all commodities to a value 

abstraction meant that the essential characteristics of objects in exchange had no distinctions 

between them. Weber, coming from a functionalist perspective, contended that the introduction of 

money made possible ‘monetary calculation’, which implied the capability to assign values to all 

goods and services which might enter into transactions (Maurer, 2006). Thus, money was part of a 

rationalization of life. In a similar vein, Simmel described the introduction of money into society as a 

process of incremental abstraction between people and the world of objects. According to Simmel, 

this process is the result of money’s inherent fungibility, or, “the internal uniformity that makes each 

piece exchangeable for another, according to quantitative measures” (Simmel, 1990; p. 407). This 

characteristic of money, Simmel contended, had both liberating and homogenizing effects in that 

the human subject was liberated from the world of objects, while simultaneously money would 

become the most common mediating factor between individuals in a society. 

Money as social connection  

These views were part of a modernization narrative, and would come to face significant 

criticism in the face of new research. Indeed, more recent economic anthropological research on 

money and exchange systems provide a view of monetary circulation in communities where the 

introduction of money is not followed by the dissolution of social ties or the corruption of regnant 

moral frameworks. Guyer (1995), for example, refuted the modernization narrative by presenting an 

in-depth study of existing regional trade networks in Western Africa and how many communities 

would use multiple currencies both prior and during colonial economies. Indeed, according to 

Guyer’s (2002) historical analyses of trade, many Atlantic African communities played a role in the 
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types of foreign currencies being imported, their distribution geographically and the negotiation of 

the novel currencies’ value. Far from being an isolated phenomenon, Rutherford’s (2001) study on 

how communities living on Biak Island welcomed foreign currency into their culture represented the 

multifarious impacts the introduction of money can have on a culture. Akin (1999) similarly describes 

the ways in which introduced money may become associated with exploitation, while local monies 

become indicative of a new culture of heritage. Still other studies suggested that some cultures 

responded positively to modern currencies for the mere fact that they were ‘modern’ (Robbins and 

Akin, 1999), while Brison (1999) suggested that the impact modern currencies have on some 

communities may be more reflected in the specific cultures’ disposition to accumulating wealth, 

rather than the symbolic characteristic of money itself.   

In many ways, Parry and Bloch (1989) compilation of essays in Morality and the Meaning of 

Money encapsulates these views. Indeed, in directing the question away from Western centric views 

of indigenous and modern money, Parry and Bloch (1989) argued for a conceptualization of money 

based on the varied meanings and forms money may take in different places and times. In their 

view, monetary exchanges should be viewed not in the isolated act of exchange, but in light of 

whether transactions were guided by short- or long-term motives, and how these would perform in 

allowing a social group to reproduce itself and its value system.  

In these studies, money emerges as an important medium through which networks of social 

ties are expanded, created, and transformed over time. This notion has likewise become apparent in 

anthropological research, quite conversely to the money as acid hypothesis. Zelizer (1996) for 

instance, suggests money plays a role in organizing social life through three key aspects, as 

compensation (direct exchange), as entitlement (the right to share), and as gift (voluntary giving to 

another). Each of these exchanges imply a different relationship; the first suggesting distanced 

exchange parties, usually bargaining on a sum for exchange. The second implies “strong claims to 

power and autonomy by the recipient” (Ibid. p. 482) and the third implies subordination. This is 

likewise heavily expressed in anthropological articles on debt. As Shipton (2007) claims, depending 

on the specific arrangement between parties, debt can generate feelings of shame and disgrace, or 

pride and honour. Debt may also produce solidarity, as much as it can exploitation, domination, and 

hierarchy (Malamoud, 1980).  

The way in which money plays a role in social networks has also been conceptualised by the 

‘wealth-in-people’ theory. According to this theory, the way in which individuals within communities 

exchange with each other is premised on ever-expanding, ever more complicated, and often 

asymmetrical, relations of debt and reciprocal payments between families and individuals over time 
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(Schneider, 1968). Wealth-in-people as a theory of value has been espoused by several key 

economic anthropologists, including Guyer’s (1995) ethnography in Western Cameroon where she 

revisits previous wealth-in-people ethnographies to argue for a knowledge-based exchange system 

whereby registers of knowledge interacted with categories of people to form or challenge social ties. 

Since the inception of the theory, wealth-in-people has expanded to capture not solely individual 

community exchange practices, but to encompass a broader perception of how “societies valued 

human lives, qualities and works” (Kusimba, 2020; p. 166). As a theory of value in exchange systems 

it remains popular in economic anthropology, with numerous ethnographies applying the framework 

to monetary practice “guided by power and control over people” (Bahre, 2020; p. 267).  

Having reviewed various theoretical approaches to anthropological conceptions of money, 

Guyer’s (2004) framework of exchange, which uses aspects of ‘wealth-in-people’, was deemed most 

suited to the analysis of young people’s mobile money practices in Senegal. Her theory of ‘marginal 

gains’ contributes a granular way of understanding currencies as multiplicities in Atlantic Africa; 

suggesting that currencies are valued based on performances and collective understanding of 

exchange criteria among different parties. At the same time, Guyer’s (2002) conception of value 

exchange within and between communities provides a framework to understand how localised 

exchange practices can happen at an individual level. This provides a useful framework for the 

analysis of mobile money as a currency and institution grounded within social and cultural exchange 

systems, while also prompting analysis of the exchange categories and performances involved 

within, what Guyer (2002) terms as, ‘value multiplicity’. While Guyer’s (2002) approach has been 

noted to be confusing by some (Kevane, 2004), it nevertheless provides a theoretical vocabulary 

which allows for multiple, sometimes competing conceptions of money to exist, providing a wider 

canvas for the researcher to analyse exchange systems across vastly different contexts. The specific 

theoretical framework of exchange will be further developed alongside Johnson-Hanks’ (2004) 

theory in the following chapter.  

2.3.  Young people and mobile phones: an anthropological perspective 

The way in which young people navigate transitions to adulthood is similarly complex and 

fraught with competing theoretical narratives in Academica, and the mobile phone’s introduction in 

the late 1990s in Africa has had a considerable impact on understanding the multiple pathways to 

adulthood. This section will thus provide an overview of research relating to mobile phones and 

youth in developing nations, while a much deeper focus on the pathways to adulthood will be 

elaborated in the next chapter. In order to understand young men’s use of mobile money, however, 

it is necessary to understand research into young men’s use of mobile phones. Indeed, the mobile 

phone, much like general purpose money, cannot be reduced in social and cultural significance. To 
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the contrary, the mobile phone, it’s use and adoption, is critically reflective of the communities that 

use them, and to a large extent the organization of social life prevalent across geographical spaces. 

Of importance to the analysis of how mobile money contributes to adulthood, is thus the study of 

the mobile phone as a social artefact, a tool contoured by social and cultural norms. One which is 

defined and redefined in every community and contributes to the transformation of social and 

cultural practices.  

Mobile phones and gender dynamics 

The rapid expansion of mobile phones in the developing world has had varied social 

implications for gender relations and these have been studied across a variety of social spaces and 

practices. This thesis has chosen to focus on young men’s mobile money practices, and some of the 

ways in which mobile money is used by them and affects gender relations is evident from studies 

that focus on young women. More specifically, attention has been put on the differential access and 

use of mobile phones (GSMA, 2009; GSMA, 2016). Far from coming to general conclusions, 

ethnographic research highlights the importance of context in the manner with which mobile 

phones interact with gender (Soriano, 2014). A study in Jamaica, for example, focused on how the 

mobile phone is used to solicit money from potential partners (Horst et al., 2005). In this research, 

young girls of 15 often chose to associate with older men “whose pockets run deeper” (Horst et al, 

2005: p 78). In this context, while men tended to see relationships with women as ends in 

themselves, women, according to Horst et al’s (2005) findings, were more likely to see relationships 

in terms of economic survival. This was also found in Pertierra’s (2005) study, where some women 

harnessed a series of texting relationships with men, using the promise of sex in order to access 

more goods than they would previously have been able to buy. Some men are aware of this 

dynamic, jokingly recalling previous relationships in which they were asked to provide phone credit 

to women, while knowing that the women in question were likely to spend it calling other men 

(Archambault, 2012).  

Although the mobile phone has often been termed as a ‘disruptive’ force, engendering 

alternative social practices; some theorists say it is more accurate to consider mobile telephony as 

reinforcing, rather than disrupting, inequalities and power dynamics (Hahn and Kibora, 2008; 

Nulens, 2003; Tenhunen, 2018). Thus, research has highlighted the way in which young people’s 

courtship patterns through mobile phones mirror “broader social relations and tend to reproduce 

socioeconomic hierarchies” (Archambault, 2012; in Dewey, 2012; p. 34). For example, in 

Mozambique, Archambault (2012) shows how phone etiquette reflects the ideal of the man as 

provider and woman as dependent, as men are expected to cover costs of communicating with 

women while women can attempt to reverse costs by beeping (calling then hanging up), or sending 
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free “please call me back” messages1. This has been further elucidated by qualitative research in 

Uganda where the practice of beeping is framed as integral in understanding gender relations 

among young unemployed men and women (Wamala, 2013). Indeed, beeping can be multilayered, 

and may represent a broad array of different obligations depending on the situation. Furthermore, 

beeping can be seen by some women as a way in which they have been afforded more power 

through the mobile phone, sometimes to the frustration of young men who deplore the increased 

power women have over them (Wamala, 2013). 

The above research illuminates how mobile phone use is multilayered – afforded various 

types of meaning depending upon the functionality (eg. Beeping) and the economics (buying 

telephone credit according to gender power dynamics). Far from being insignificant, gender and age 

influence what types of relationships are formed and, with agency, the way in which young men use 

mobile phones to engender novel forms of communication, interactions and to convey meaning 

(Archambault, 2012). As a result, research considering young men and mobile money use will 

likewise need to consider the interplay between genders, and how these dynamics may influence 

mobile money practices. 

Mobile phones, mobility, and modernization 

According to several research publications, the ways in which young men have used mobile 

phones in courtship circumstances can also be understood in ways that they grapple with 

imaginaries of modernity and modernization (McIntosh, 2010; Archambault, 2012; Pierterra, 2006). 

Indeed, Mcintosh (2010) suggests that the mobile phone’s capacity for dislocated communication is 

a function that is highly associated with Westerners who, in their ability to come and go as they 

please, create an imaginary in the minds of young people in developing nations of a globalized, non-

attached and infinitely wealthy person – a situation to which they aspire (Katz  Sugiyama, 2006; in 

Hahn and Kibora, 2008; p. 89). This imagined identity is thus often used in playful interactions 

between young women and men who use the English language in texts, a language symbolic of this 

modernity, in attempting to construct identities which reflect the aspirations of attaining a 

globalized status. According to this notion, globalization should not be considered as relating to the 

idea that people will increase their virtual social networks outside of their communities; rather, as 

some anthropologists demonstrate, mobile phones often have the effect of strengthening ties within 

pre-existing social networks, leading to the assertion that globalization must be understood from the 

 
1 This practice is also known as “flashing” and has been documented in numerous anthropological studies: see 
for example Horst and Miller (2005), Hahn and Kibora (2008), Archambault (2012) 
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point of view of local imaginaries and identities (Horst, Miller, and Horst, 2014; Slater and Kwami, 

2005). 

Conversely, this idea of a globalized imaginary and identity has, at its binary opposite, the 

notion of the traditional homestead and one’s customary responsibilities towards one’s community. 

Within this concept, the mobile phone has made visible the tensions which emerge through the 

hybrid roles young people navigate; between modernity and tradition. The capacity of the mobile 

phone to facilitate dislocated mobility, or “travelling while sitting down” (Archambault, 2012), 

means that young people are able to garner a sense of being, while being removed from the location 

itself; a virtual “closeness”. This has led various researchers to expound the benefits of mobile 

telephony as reducing transaction costs for young people who are no longer tied to expensive 

obligations to meet their extended family in other villages (eg. Jack  Suri, 2014). This, however, 

obscures another capacity of the mobile phone which is the capability for young men to remain 

attached to their home villages, spaces which constitute a place of worship to the tombs of 

ancestors, and where they may receive spiritual protection. In such a way, keeping in 

communication is seen as a “partial substitute” to their physical presence (Hahn, and Kibora, 2008; 

p. 98; Horst and Miller, 2006), but also a way in which their teleological obligations may be fulfilled 

without reneging on the transcendental debts which form significant parts of their lives (Kusimba, 

2014).  

This virtual mobility, and its association to modernity has also brought a certain fear of 

dismantling traditional institutions. This has been researched in rural areas outside of Ouagadougou 

in Burkin Faso where the villagers’ “perspective fell short of explicit rejection” of mobile phones and 

considered the mobile phone “as something that did not belong to them or their way of life” (Hahn 

and Kibora, 2008; p. 97). Far from a novel reaction, the introduction of new technological items in 

certain rural communities in Africa has attracted broad academic scholarship, in which studies 

suggest that modernity has often been met with suspicion and fear, occasionally bound up with 

occult forces (Comaroff  Comaroff, 1993, 1999). This is a particularly good example of the conceptual 

links between money and mobile phones; the capacity of both objects to become subjects of 

supernatural dimensions. In one specific aspect, both share a common theme in the perceived 

nefarious consequence of disconnectedness and anonymity. In other words, the ability of money to 

be exchanged between two parties without accompanying ritualistic or customary greetings can be 

equated to the mobile phone’s ability to receive calls from unknown parties whom are devoid from 

customary face to face customary greeting obligations. Indeed, as Bonhomme (2012) states, both 

face to face encounters with strangers and mediated interactions with distant (often invisible) 

agents are typical of modernity; only one is “urban modernity” while the other she terms 
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“technological modernity”. For Bonhomme (2012) this has engendered several “killer mobile” 

rumours in Sub-Saharan Africa (particularly in Cameroon and Nigeria) in which recipients of 

unknown phone-calls will instantly be killed or rendered unconscious upon picking up.  

This fear however, has in some cases such as in Inhambane, subsided with villagers 

reconciling mobile phones by stating an old idiom; “it is better to act now when a phenomenon is 

emerging than simply surrender” (Archambault, 2012; p. 67). Indeed, the imagined endangering 

effects of globalization (social change, disinterested youth staying in the village) leads to perceptions 

that not adapting to technology will likewise lead to the “decomposition of their identities and social 

structure” (Hahn and Kobira, 2008; p. 103). It must be noted, however, that the mobile phone has 

only seen an expansion in the last few decades, and one is already able to see the ways in which 

perspectives have changed on the danger they pose to society. Indeed, quite in contradiction for 

Hahn and Kobira’s (2008) notion of modernity corrupting societal values, Archambault's (2012) 

research highlighted the ways in which older villagers praised the phone for its capacity to reduce 

the lengthy journeys which were once a necessity in the peri-urban part of Inhambane in 

Mozambique.   

The above findings, and more generally, ethnographic research on mobile phones, strongly 

indicate that the introduction of mobile phone technology adapted itself into local societal 

structures (McIntosh, 2010). Some theorists have highlighted the way in which text language and 

new discursive forms have emerged which, in themselves, could be argued to be metonymic of the 

impact of modernity. Indeed, Hahn and Kobira (2008) note that language is of key importance in 

Western African societies, particularly in the discursive mechanisms used to portray reverence and 

respect within established social hierarchies. For example, in West Africa, conversations are usually 

initiated by partners of lower social status, subsequent to which an expression of respect is 

articulated through routinized greeting rituals. The ability, then, to use the mobile phone in order to 

communicate in the correct customary manner has, according to certain theorists, facilitated the 

spread of mobile phones within these oral societies (De Bruijn, 2009). Similarly, McIntosh (2010) 

notes how Giriama text messages evolved in ways that denote certain face-to-face social contact 

obligations in order to emulate customary relations of respect. Simultaneously, texts from young 

people evolved to contain a range of playful orthographic manipulation, skilfully combining elements 

of a Western identity and rooted vernacular. While exhibiting highly agentic and creative new 

practices, these messages also contain perceived warnings for the villager elders, who perceive 

these new forms of text to represent a “Giriama nightmare of sociocultural dissolution”, fearing that 

the novel texting language signifies young people’s uprooted personae, detached from ethnic 

identity and uprooted from local sociality (McIntosh, 2010; p. 337).   
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Thus, mobile phones have strong culturally defined symbolic properties; with each 

geographical area varying one from the other in exactly how communities conceptualise their 

influence and use. Broader patterns of young men using mobile phones to remain in contact and 

retain a sense of community while being removed from their homes, however, is a broader social 

phenomenon occurring throughout Sub-Saharan Africa, as cities become more urbanised and young 

men seek incomes in larger cities (Adepoju, 2000). Simultaneously, the influence of globalised media 

and Western culture is never more accessible than through mobile phone internet; accessing social 

media through smart-phones creates an awareness of other lifestyles (Finn and Oldfield, 2015). And 

while these lifestyles are more visible than ever, for many young men without economic 

opportunities, their chances to reach them seem more remote than ever too.  

2.4.  Mobile money in social and cultural studies 

When studying the impact of mobile phones, the quantitative research reflects much of the 

industry literature regarding mobile money, with such impacts as extending and strengthening social 

networks (Bell, 2006; Horst et al., 2014; Jack and Suri, 2014); increasing remittances and 

strengthening resilience (Aker and Mbiti, 2010; Jack and Suri, 2011) and smoothening consumption 

(Aker, Clemens,  Ksoll, 2011; Jack and Suri, 2014). However, going beyond rather narrowly conceived 

notions of impact, and engaging with qualitative research into mobile money, the social and cultural 

practices related to mobile money use (and digital financial practices more broadly) take on new 

significance. Indeed, rather than understanding ‘impact’ from mobile money – suggesting that 

mobile money is a ‘new’, disruptive technology – these studies re-evaluate the financial service 

based on existing cultural norms of exchange. In so doing, mobile money payments are not divorced 

from the society in which they are made, but rather an understanding of why mobile money was and 

is adopted becomes possible. This section will thus provide an overview of three areas of qualitative 

mobile money research which illuminates both prevalent problematics in the industry as well as 

promising research into the cultural and social dimensions of exchange through digital financial 

technology. 

Mobile money in social and cultural exchange systems 

Across the qualitative research into mobile money, several themes emerge which point 

towards mobile money practices as being integrally grounded in local exchange dynamics. Mobile 

money may be transacted by individuals, yet individuals are part of communities and groups of 

kinship or social relations, and choose to save together or transact according to existing social and 

cultural practices – such as savings groups or public ceremonies (Kusimba et al, 2013). Just as mobile 

phones allow people and groups to expand or transform connections across vast distances, mobile 
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money likewise allows for the mobilization of new “social networks that are spatially dispersed, 

informal and transient” (Kusimba et al., 2013; p. 2). 

There are several ways in which mobile money use has been conceptualised from various 

theoretical perspectives. Both Johnson’s (2015) and Kusimba et al’s  (2013) research on exchanges 

through mobile money refer to Shipton’s (2007) study of the Luo in Western Kenya which frames 

exchange and the circulation of gifts as ‘entrustments’, or, the ways in which different types of 

resources are exchanged between people and groups and how these then produce obligations that 

are not bound by time or form of repayment. Shipton (2007) suggests that it is in fact the notion of 

‘debt’ which gives meaning to a complex universe of social networks. This notion of entrustment and 

debt was present in Johnson’s (2015) findings, as a majority of her respondents reported having 

outstanding loans from someone else at the time of the survey, but interestingly without any time 

frame or particular value associated with the repayment.  

Kusimba et al. (2013) also demonstrate this patently in their division of multiple types of 

requests for mobile money, which are “embedded in relationships of entrustment and reciprocity 

within families” (p. 6). They suggest that these relationships are further shaped by gender, 

generation, and seniority. The first and most immediate type of request is for emergencies in which, 

the larger the need, the more closely related the individual requested will be. The second type of 

request they term as ‘anticipated need’, which attempts to cultivate social relations to ensure access 

to funds for a specific occasion such as preparing for planting season, mobilizing labour for weeding, 

or sending a child to secondary school. They note that these types of remittances rely on 

entrustments of generational equals such as between friends, cousins, or siblings of roughly similar 

age. On the other hand, unsolicited ‘gift remittances’ are of a smaller amount and do not conform to 

the same generational patterns. The third form of remittance is that of donations to public 

ceremonies. They note that these types of remittances are not limited to generational equals, but 

instead are marked by relationships between generations and even between living and deceased 

ancestors. Indeed, through social and cultural ceremonies, mobile money seems to have an 

important influence as a growing number of people have begun to send remittances instead of their 

own attendance, a phenomenon which Kusimba et al. (2013) liken to ‘marginal gains’. These types of 

remittances, they claim, can “materialize the affective sentiments of family relationships and can be 

loaded with meanings” (Kusimba, et al, 2013; p. 7). The various types of remittances mentioned 

above give credence to the theory of wealth-in-people in mobile money use; frequent exchanges of 

varying types of value establish, transform or cement social and cosmological ties (Kusimba, 2021). 

Kusimba, Kunyu and Wanyama’s (2015) on coming of age and mobile money illuminates this 

particularly well. In this research, mobile money is involved in almost all aspects of a coming-of-age 
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ceremony, from gifts to initiates, gifts in the form of phones (as a symbolic token of mobile money), 

in the collection of money for the ceremony’s preparation, and in the storing of funds to spend on 

the boy’s future expenses. Many of these exchanges themselves represent inter-generational 

commitments, with the younger generations living in a social space that is consistently shifting 

between enduring and spontaneous forms of reciprocity and obligation. Mobile money is thus a 

catalyser of new practices, yet does not change or alter existing relations of debt or reciprocity. 

This thematic underscores an important structural understanding of why mobile money has 

been successful, as differentiated from formal financial services through, for examples banks, which 

have not had such a strong foothold in rural regions. The reason, according to Johnson (2015), may 

be found in notions of negotiability and exchange equality. In explaining the power of savings 

groups, Johnson (2015) uses the concepts of negotiability and exchange equality as underscoring the 

morality with which people interface with both formal and informal finance. For Johnson (2015), 

savings groups still exist, and are frequently used at the same time as mobile money, because they 

provide flexibility in accessing and storing liquidity – which is useful when needing to access lump 

sums. Johnson (2015) argues that the characteristics of savings groups are different from banks in 

the negotiable manner with which money can be accessed and saved. In referring to Graeber’s 

theory of debt (2011), Johnson (2015) suggests that a crucial element of this is that the interaction 

between members happen on equal terms - contrary to banks whose inflexibility translates to a 

sense of asymmetrical power dynamics. Indeed, since life in rural areas may often present 

unforeseen events, the value of flexibility in saving and accessing money is highly sought after; a 

characteristic which is crucially missing from unequal relationships with banks, but exists strongly 

across social relationships accessible through mobile money.  

Bitter “e-money”: emerging mobile money phenomena 

An important phenomenon to have come out of qualitative research into mobile money has 

shed light on a well-known anthropological concept of ‘bitter money’. Whereas the original meaning 

of bitter money was associated to mistrust in cash and capitalism (Shipton, 1989), in this case, 

Kusimba et al (2013) refers to the phenomenon of “redistributive pressure” (p. 26) which involves 

family members finding it distressing to remit the amount of money they are required to by relatives 

or friends. Far from being an isolated finding, this finding has been studied through the incremental 

use of mobile phones in developing countries (Horst et al., 2014). Morawczynski (2009) was first to 

report this bitter “e-money” phenomenon when she described a situation in which a young women 

asked the agent to “drop her from m-pesa” since the system was “making her broke” 

(Morawczynski, 2009; p. 518). Most recently, Kusimba (2021) describes the ways in which people 

adopt strategies to deflect these demands on resources. Proposing the concept of ‘strategic 
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ignorance’, Kusimba (2021) suggests individuals may turn their phones or more broadly disconnect 

from technology in the hope of reducing or deflecting their responsibility to address the needs of 

their networks. In this way, social actors manage their social pressures to circulate wealth with the 

scarcity of money. Kusimba et al. (2013) also explain this phenomenon through the ‘floating spaces’ 

analogy, in which a member is in constant presence with their relatives or social networks, 

connected through their phone. Part of the difficulty then is in the perception that “people’s 

affections have become monetized” (Kusimba et al., 2013; p. 26). For young men in Senegal who 

face dearth of economic opportunities, the necessity of managing circulation of wealth to attain 

social adulthood, and the desire to accumulate savings will thus be a key area of interest in this 

research.  

The “gender empowerment” narrative 

While qualitative research into young men’s mobile money practices, at the time of writing, 

is very young, research into women’s mobile money practices is illuminating to existing practices and 

what may be found in researching young men in Senegal. The general “empowerment” narrative in 

the mobile money industry (Maurer, 2012) purports that having access to financial services may 

emancipate women. However, the last decade of research shows the impact of mobile money on 

financial behaviours of women can be both positive and negative (Storchi, Hernandez and 

McGuinness, 2020). Morawczynski and Pickens’ (2009) research, for example, found that women 

found it safer to store money outside of the home, where it was at risk of being stolen by their 

husbands. Mobile money thus provided a safe way to check account balances from home, without 

their husbands knowing. This was likewise found in Kusimba et al’s (2013) research in which women 

would hide money from husbands and privately send money to their sisters and mothers to educate 

their nieces through uterine kinship ties. While these practices may be deemed beneficial, they 

highlight the extent to which transactions are of an illicit and secretive nature, and are often seen as 

“disruptions of the public and patrilineal sphere, particularly when it supports illegitimate children” 

(Kusimba, et al., 2013; p. 13). A focus on young men using mobile money will likely uncover similar 

pressures coming from gerontocratic social systems or the caste social organisation of the Wolof 

ethnicity in Senegal. Indeed, from the research into women’s mobile money practices, it is possible 

to assert that exchange practices that are deemed socially subversive will be applied to young men’s 

exchange practices too if they attempt to transact outside of the normative exchange mechanisms in 

Senegal.  

This furthermore raises issues regarding popular measures of ‘success’ of the financial 

inclusion community. Nastile (2020) observes that the heavy focus on entrepreneurship in 

philanthrocapitalist programs are often concerned with access and use; framing “inclusion” as the 



 

32 
 

way in which individuals, and women in particular, are able to escape from poverty and inequality. In 

so doing, the financial community places too many assumptions on the claims that financial inclusion 

is able to provide these benefits. Moreover, if a woman is financially included and has not made 

progress out of poverty, the implication is that it is the individual’s fault rather than the 

infrastructure and policy agenda. Likewise, this thesis will consider the mobile money’s industry’s 

focus on inclusion of young men as a criteria for success in the perceived use of mobile money to 

produce entrepreneurial success. 

2.5. Conclusion 

Reviewing the anthropology of money has shed crucial light on mobile money in multiple 

ways. Firstly, in looking at the ‘myth of barter’, it becomes clear to see that many policy 

recommendations put forward by the financial inclusion sector are fundamentally based on the 

assumption that individuals are rational, self-interested, utility maximizing agents, and that they will 

be able to access and use various financial products optimally given the right regulatory frameworks. 

Within these assumptions, the nature of young people’s monetary practices and their complex social 

relationships are disregarded. Indeed, as anthropological literature shows, money is not necessarily 

a universal and nor are markets. In fact, the presumption that money is an abstraction, a tool to 

bypass the problem of ‘double coincidence of wants’, is rooted both in classical sociological and 

economic literature, as well as firmly cemented in economic textbooks as a result of the myth of 

barter. However, the message from anthropological and ethnographic research is that money is less 

an objective unit of account and store of value. Rather, money is a meaning-laden exchange value 

inhabiting particular spaces of exchange, and an important medium through which networks of 

social ties are expanded, created and transformed over time. In reviewing the anthropological 

literature on money and mobile money, Guyer’s (2004) thesis of ‘marginal gains’ stands out as a 

theoretical framework best suited to understanding how both currencies and exchange systems 

develop as they are introduced in new communities. As will be explored further in the following 

chapter, her thesis promotes an analytical flexibility along with novel conceptual vocabulary to 

explore the multifaceted and complex exchange relationships in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Similar to money, mobile phone technology is used as a medium of communication among 

vast and spatially dispersed networks. Indeed, as various researchers have found, mobile phone use 

may create, transform, and amplify existing social practices, social ties between networks, and 

cultural norms which pervade those communities. Of importance to researching mobile money 

practices, mobile phone use may be seen as potentially beneficial to social life, or disruptive to the 

social fabric of communities. Several pieces of qualitative research on the gendered dynamics of 

mobile phone use found that young women, in certain communities, face stigma as a result of 
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owning and using mobile phones in a way that suggests young women’s freedom to engage in non-

visible communication is potentially corruptive to their chastity. That prevalent cultural norms are 

applied to mobile phones has important ramifications on studying mobile money, as the aspect of 

privacy and non-visible communication will have impacts of the perception of mobile money use.  

Mobile phone research has also provided important examples of young people’s agency in 

using texting language or practices around calling credit such as ‘beeping’. While cultural norms may 

be an impediment to mobile phone use, and fee structures play an important part in use, focusing 

on acts of creative agency of youth allows for a much broader appreciation of mobile phone 

practices as young people find their place at the margins of modernity and tradition. Moreover, the 

acts of creative agency are often taken into account by mobile telecommunications companies and 

form an interplay in the definition of future services. These aspects, along with the symbolic 

properties associated to mobile phones, offer an important glimpse into potential perceptions of 

mobile money use. Indeed, mobile money is used on mobile phones, it is expected that many of the 

perceptions and cultural norms surrounding mobile phone use might indeed be projected onto 

mobile money practices. 

The growing qualitative research literature on mobile money has in fact evidenced these 

findings and provided some important research directions. Kusimba et al’s (2013) and Johnson’s 

(2015) research in particular found that mobile money practices are highly reflective of existing 

exchange systems. Rather than mobile money establishing novel financial practices, many of the 

practices mirror those that existed before; the use of mobile money and the adoption rates may 

thus be analysed to be the result of mobile money’s adaptability to existing cultural norms. 

Johnson’s (2015) discussion of negotiability is key here; rather than accessing formal financial 

institutions which are often seen to operate on a very asymmetric power dynamic, the use of mobile 

money provides needed flexibility in accessing or saving money through connectivities. The same 

connectivities that are crucial in providing the opportunities for young men to reach social 

adulthood.  
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3. Navigating conjunctural horizons with value multiplicity 

3.1. Introduction 

The anthropology of exchange and mobile money suggests that transactions are rooted in 

value-based decisions. The current literature on anthropology of mobile money has begun to explore 

these transactions in more nuanced light; transactions follow patterns of exchange that are both 

new and traditional; new in their ability to transact over large distances instantaneously and 

traditional in their capacity to reinforce, alter or perhaps even obscure ties of kinship through 

exchange practices that existed before the introduction of the service. Several conceptual 

frameworks have emerged seeking to understand the social nature of mobile money adoption across 

various cultures (eg. Johnson, 2015; Kusimba, 2013; Kusimba, 2021; Maurer, 2012). The conceptual 

framework chosen to explore mobile money practices and use is that of Guyer’s marginal gains 

(2004). The framework provides a level of openness as well as concrete conceptual structures that 

allow for the interpretation of culturally specific transactional practices through the lens of value 

multiplicity, but perhaps most importantly for young people, the understanding of value exchange at 

the ‘margins’. 

Young people have been termed ‘cultural innovators’ each generation using agency in order 

to express and communicate generation-specific conditions (environmental, social, political, 

economic) that define their lives (Arnold, 2012). It follows that young people use technology and 

engage in exchanges in novel ways. Specifically, as Guyer (2004) suggests, young people will seek to 

navigate their social statuses and increase their self-recognition by identifying and taking advantage 

of ambiguities across various value scales. To explore the reasons behind their mobile money 

practices, however, it is necessary to understand the broader implications of “being young”; both in 

terms of the social markers of this demographic as well as their place in time. To do this, I will begin 

by exploring the literature on young people by looking at the ‘life stage’ model, before turning 

towards Johnson-Hanks’ (2002) more nuanced conceptual framework of ‘vital conjunctures’. Once I 

have provided an outline of this anthropological framework into young people’s aspiration-oriented 

behaviours, I will focus on understanding the similarities and differences between vital conjunctures 

and marginal gains.  

To do this, I focus on three elements. The first is looking at the role of ‘structure’ in both 

theories. This is important as it will give a basis to understand the extent to which the context 

(political, cultural, but also technological) gives rise to the transactional decisions social actors make 
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in their communities. My argument is that both Guyer and Johnson-Hanks make similar assertions as 

regards structure; it shapes the space for agency to operate. In other words, it does not determine 

choice, but it allows for certain types of agency to manifest themselves. Rather than being a side 

note, this is an important element of these theories: agency is how individuals are able to establish 

marginal gains and agency is how young people are able to navigate their imagined futures. 

Specifically with young people, agency is crucial in establishing and navigating new types of values 

and currencies (an important fact when understanding the use of mobile money). 

In the second part, I will link the transactional or economic anthropology of Guyer to the 

choices young people make. Specifically, her theory of marginal gains suggests spending patterns are 

guided by both external and internal motivations, social and personal in nature. Externally, positions 

of power may be bought with money and items of value (the exact amount is open to negotiation) 

whereas personally, transactions may have more complex cosmological ascriptions. Members of 

communities do this by engaging in and navigating through transactional institutions. The latter 

concept is an important one to understand where and to what extent mobile money may represent 

a type of transactional institution. 

 

3.2. “Etapes de vie”: limits of “life stages” in social theory 

The concept of “life stages”, the categorisation of human experience and status according to 

broad demographic criteria is as old as the discipline of anthropology itself. Indeed, van Gennep in 

1909 (2019) provided the basis of this conceptual direction when he suggested that social lives, as 

his anthropological research had shown, were mostly organised in sequenced étapes - stages. The 

notion that societies tended to demarcate each of these stages through an assortment of rituals or 

culturally specific social practices was subsequently taken for granted, albeit expressed in various 

forms. For example, Mead’s (1973) seminal “Coming of Age in Samoa” is a work of paramount 

importance in the study of youth social becoming, and suggests that social factors were key in 

determining the identities and statuses of individuals at each stage of life (rather than psychological 

or biological). Through these examples, one may understand anthropology as questioning the 

substance in the differentiation factors between identity creation within each life stage, but not 

questioning the life stage form itself.  

The form of the life stages has, as Johnson-Hanks (2002) suggests, three broad 

characteristics. The first is that all stages are universal – each member of the society goes through 

without exception. The second is that they are ordered in unique and strictly sequenced ways: the 

order is followed by each member. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, each life stage sees a set 
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of generalised attributes expressed by social actors in the same stage. As such, an individual in a life 

stage would generally conform to one set of social characteristics or attributes at one time. While 

this life-stage model has since been extensively criticized in anthropology, it has also been widely 

exported to the detriment of a nuanced understanding of the trajectories that young people 

experience as they navigate their lives. 

Indeed, life stages theory has permeated much of the literature on youth in Sub-Saharan 

Africa, particularly across multilateral organisations such as the World Bank and the United Nations 

as these organisations seek to deconstruct the complex lives of youth into discrete categories that 

compose the sequence of life events from one stage to the next (Garcia and Jean, 2008; 

Cunningham, Cohan, Nadeau and McGinnis, 2008). Looking to understand a host of problematic 

youth outcomes, these organisations focus on the difficulties in ‘transitioning’ from one stage to the 

other. By shifting the focus to the transition, this body of literature does little to question the extent 

to which demographic groups can, in fact, be grouped at all and instead implicitly suggests that each 

group can be dissected and studied independently by virtue of the statistically recurring life events 

faced by the demographic (Juarez and Gayet, 2014).  

The specific transitions that are claimed to be crucial in allowing for youth to transition into 

adulthood generally focus on seven life transitions: school and work; sexuality and family formation; 

residential independence; transition to marriage; transition to first child; health, and political 

expression; and, citizenship (Juarez and Gayet, 2014)2. In terms of school and work, factors such as 

social origin (Mahmud and Amin, 2006; Salehi-Isfahani and Dhillon, 2008; Pastore, 2009; Jones and 

Chant, 2009), race (Branson and Lam, 2010; Lam et al., 2011; Ardington et al., 2011; Marteleto, 

2012), and gender relations (Salehi-Isfahani and Dhillon, 2008; Arnot et al., 2012) have been shown 

to contribute significantly to educational achievement. However, while it is expected that education 

will facilitate entry into the workforce, this has not been the case in many Middle Eastern countries 

(Salehi-Isfahani and Dhillon, 2008), whose youth face significant burdens in entering the workforce- 

so much so that youth-hood has been term “waithood”, as waiting times to get jobs is measured in 

years, as opposed to months. In Sub-Saharan Africa a similar trend appears, and in some instances 

higher schooling is linked to higher unemployment rates than those with less schooling (Garcia and 

Fares, 2008; p. 3). 

Sexuality and family formation has also been researched thoroughly both in academia and in 

policy papers. According to Bucholtz (2002), in anthropology youth sexuality has traditionally been 

 
2 Each of these areas have indeed been studied extensively, as can be seen in Juarez and Gayet’s (2014) 
excellent review of the transition factors.  
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studied in one of two ways; one which focuses on culturally specific sexual practices, and the ways in 

which these have been encouraged, discouraged, or tolerated (eg. Lepowski, 1998), and the second 

is form a medical perspective which examines how young people view themselves sexually, sexually 

transmitted diseases, and in particular AIDS (Eyre et al, 1998; Obbo, 1995; Paiva, 1995). These views, 

however, are in contradistinction to the youth transition focus, that understands sexuality as a 

critical step which may, through unplanned out-of-wedlock pregnancy or through contraction of 

STIs, affect work, and health trajectories (Kostrzewa, 2008; WHO, 2012). Indeed, according to a 

study of four Sub-Saharan countries, young people between the age 12 to 19 years with children are 

more likely to drop out of school than those who have not had premarital sexual relations 

(Biddlecom et al, 2008).  

Residential independence has also been touted as an important life stage leading to 

“independent life” (Juarez and Gayet, 2014; p. 523). A delay in the departure from the home has 

been related to increase in schooling years, but also fewer employment opportunities- which may 

delay financial independence (Beguy et al, 2011). That being said, the age of departure from the 

family home has been dropping in numerous developing contexts, some suggesting this might be the 

impact of labour-related migration, and the fact that women leave earlier than men (Echarri Canovas 

and Perez Amador, 2007; in, Juarez and Gayet, 2014).  

In terms of transition to marriage, one begins to see a similar trend in the ever-present focus 

on the potential of young people, and the factors that may affect this. Indeed, marriage is one area 

in which countries attempt to legislate the particular age at which adulthood may be achieved, even 

if the age varies considerably between these. While in many African countries, the rate of marriage 

for women aged 20 to 24 is relatively high (22%) (Anderson, et al; 2013), other countries have seen a 

significant rise in the age of marriage. For men, the delay in marriage is explained by lack of 

educational achievement. Having said that, there still remains high levels of child marriage, which, 

according to Walker (2012) is a major concern to policy makers for fear of the effects on further 

economic development. Indeed, the UNFPA (2012) claims that marriage before 18 reduces a child’s 

period of growth, learning and identity formation. The same study analyses 42 developing nations in 

Sub-Saharan Africa where child marriage is higher than 30%, and finds that the effect of marriage 

has significant negative effects on years in school, once more negatively impacting on that 

individual’s economic potential later in life.  

Similarly, the age of the mother at the time of giving birth to the first child can have 

important impacts later in life. Scholarship in this area tends to focus on the effects to the health of 

the mother (Anderson, et al, 2013), school attendance (Lloyd and Mensch, 2008), and ultimately 
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entrance into the workforce (Lloyd, 1995). This area is also subject to many assumptions from 

anthropologists who make remarks on the nature of womanhood as a result of having children. For 

example, Hutchinson’s (1996) research into Nuer cultures took the view that “the initiation of a 

young girl into adulthood was, as it were, left to nature. For only after a girl had experienced 

childbirth did she become a woman” (p. 190). The implicit assumption being that the act of giving 

birth is the act that separates two very distinct life-stages; each with separate attributes and 

characteristics. This view, and others still formulated in such ascriptive, over-deterministic manners, 

have come under much criticism for the reason that the attributes individuals face, even after 

undergoing rituals or other life events, carry from one seemingly “distinct” life-stage to the other 

(Bledsoe, 2002; Moore, 2001; Cohen, 1998). In other words, many of these transitions do not 

represent wholly separate phases of an individual’s life; each social member has enduring attributes 

and statuses that accompany them throughout their life, and perhaps more importantly, the act of 

separating each life event or transition is more of a political endeavour rather than the exploration 

of the institutional and aspirational capacity of the individuals themselves. Nonetheless, the 

transitions and life events identified provide a landscape of potential ‘identity resources’ that young 

people can use – as will be explored in the subsequent section.   

To explore the behaviours and practices of young people’s use of mobile money, 

understanding by what criteria youth is defined - but more importantly the life trajectory young 

people are on - will be crucial to the methodology in order to gain a nuanced understanding of their 

transactional practices broadly, and mobile money practices more specifically. Indeed, as Guyer 

(2002) suggests, transactions have social directions and contribute to levels of incremental social 

recognition. We must then consider what attributes are associated with these levels of recognition, 

and the extent to which youth or adulthood is socially constructed, ascribed, or gained. 

3.3. Vital life events and “conjunctures” 

For Johnson-Hanks (2002) and other anthropologists, conceptualising how to approach 

‘youth’ as an analytical category needed to be based in a framework that allowed for the multilinear 

trajectories and ambiguities this group faces when compared to ‘adult’ statuses, rather than 

separating each event into discrete life stages. Basing her studies on the Beti tribe of South 

Cameroon, Johnson-Hanks (2004) developed a ‘youth vital conjunctures’ theory by analysing the 

nature of womanhood and motherhood. For the Beti, the stepwise human graduation of traditional 

life stages did not hold up against the cultural framework that Johnson-Hanks (2002) engaged with. 

Rather than infants entering into ‘childhood’, ‘youth’ and ‘adulthood’, she noted a system in which 

each individual came to “demonstrate that they have the human (in contrast to spirit) attribute of 

good sense” (p. 868). This view of social growth in a society is not the first that has been noted in the 
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literature; many others have likewise noted cultural systems of social ‘becoming’. Sheper-Hughes 

(1992), for example, understood the Beti infant as “gradually and slowly [earning] his personal claim 

to full human status” (p. 415), similar to the way in which Guyer (1993) describes how both ‘wealth 

in knowledge’ and ‘wealth-in-people’ offer avenues for individuals to achieve what she termed as a 

process of “self-actualization” (p.255). Indeed, Guyer (1993), in studying the Beti, suggested that 

while a man might be well supported “in structural terms, becoming mfan mot (in the Beti-Fang 

terminology) involved a process of personal power and repeated manifestation of it” (p. 255). There 

are several important concepts to understand from these studies. Firstly, the concept of ‘adulthood’ 

is not a universal one and applying the Western-centric standard model of a life-stage is 

problematic. Rather than a discrete category, ‘adulthood’ is not a given life-stage but something 

earned and maintained. As the concept of ‘Mfefeg’ in Beti-Fang (good-sense) demonstrates, it is “as 

easily lost as it is gained, constitutes the basis on which claims to individual identity, as well as 

adulthood, may be made” (Johnson-Hanks, 2002; p. 868).  

The second important concept to grasp as it relates to young people, is that each individual 

may achieve individual identities in different ways; there is no singular pathway to achieving 

adulthood but rather many trajectories that intertwine. The notion of multiple life-trajectories is one 

of the key pillars of the vital conjunctures theory of Johnson-Hanks (2002). In making the case for a 

multi-linear pathway to adulthood, she suggests understanding the specific social and cultural 

attributes that elevate an individual in having ‘good sense’, or Mfefeg. Johnson-Hanks (2002) used 

the example of achieving womanhood in South Cameroon; a status that is a combination of several 

simultaneous attributes. The good sense could be expressed variably across the attributes; for 

example, one could have good sense in educational achievement but have no sense for “all things 

directional” (Johnson-Hanks, 2003; p. 868). As such, the “pace of trajectories varies not only 

between people but also within an individual” (ibid. p. 868). 

To give a concrete example of this, Johnson-Hanks (2002) provides the example of a young 

woman in the Beti tribe discussing reaching womanhood in terms of reproduction. Honourable 

family formation for Beti women depends on the achievement of “adulthood” through several 

spheres; while secondary students may have achieved a sense of autonomy and individual 

conviction, these attributes do not translate to references in reproduction. As such, having an 

abortion in secondary school is justified, whereas a university student would not be able to make the 

same decision. That is not to say that one should conflate having children with achieving adulthood; 

this statement has been made falsely, according to Johnson-Hanks (2002), by innumerable 

sociologists and anthropologists in SSA for two reasons: it assumes life stages and it biologizes 

adulthood. As she states; “entry into adulthood is not a single moment or even a single trajectory in 
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contemporary southern Cameroon, but rather, a status that social actors may inhabit in specific 

interactive relationships” (p. 871).  

The data, then, does not correlate with the principle of life stages and is thus where 

Johnson-Hanks (2002) introduces the concept of ‘vital conjunctures’. Indeed, if the relevant 

analytical frame for young people is not transitions or life stages, then it must be found in “the 

contingent and anticipated future” (Johnson-Hanks, 2002; p. 871). In other words, events such as 

leaving school, marriage, and childbearing is systematic, but contingent and predicated on the kinds 

of futures that can be mobilized by the identity resources of the individual. Giving birth is not a 

guaranteed achievement of adulthood status, but a situation in which several potential social futures 

emerge; “the analytic concept of vital conjuncture refers to a socially structured zone of possibility 

that emerges around specific periods of potential transformation in a life or lives” (Ibid. p. 871). 

These could refer to any ‘vital event’ such as leaving education and being faced with multiple, 

simultaneous potential futures; vital conjunctures are moments in which individuals experience 

“uncertainty, and the potential – but not guarantee – of radical transformation that brings life 

domains that normally appear distinct into close association” (Ibid. p. 871).  

Bourdieu plays an important role in Johnson-Hanks’ framing here. In fact, the concept of 

conjuncture is borrowed from Bourdieu (1977) who “employs the term to express the relatively 

short-term conditions that manifest social structure and serve as the matrix for social action” (p. 

871). He writes: “practices can be accounted for only by relating the objective structure defining the 

social conditions of the production of the habitus which engendered them to the conditions in which 

this habitus is operating, that is, to the conjuncture which, short of a radical transformation, 

represents a particular state of this structure” (Bourdieu, 1977; p. 78). As such, Bourdieu describes 

his belief of the foundational basis of social action – the conjuncture is the product of the contextual 

social and cultural structures that engender a set of actions for the social actors that inhabit those 

spaces. His usage is similar to that of Sahlins (1985), who sees conjunctures as intermediate between 

social structure and individual events. What he calls the “structure of the conjuncture” is described 

as “the practical realization of the cultural categories in a specific historical context, as expressed in 

the interested action of the historical agents” (Sahlins, 1985; p. XVI). For Johnson-Hanks, her usage 

rather emphasizes “the intersection of structured expectations with uncertain futures” (p. 868). In 

other words, the structure of the locality is important for Johnson-Hanks in order to emphasize, on 

one hand, the “manifestations of recurring systematicness” (Johnson-Hanks, 2002; p. 872), and 

contexts which engender unique possibilities and future orientations. Combining this with the 

concept of a ‘vital life event’, a term often used in mainstream sociology to describe an event of 

importance, we can understand vital conjunctures as moments in people’s lives where several 
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potential futures are presented to the individual. During these moments, individuals wrestle not 

solely on the path to take, but with the range of potential identities that can be adopted, from being 

a religious devout to being an honourable mother. These visions of future selves are what, according 

to Johnson-Hanks (2002), “orient and motivate the forms of actions that we observe or ask about in 

surveys” (p. 872). 

An important note as far as this conceptual framework goes, is to underline that the 

conceptions of future selves are both personal (based on the individual’s present engagement and 

understanding of the social context) and dynamic (constantly changing as the individual’s knowledge 

or experience changes). As such, what Johnson-Hanks (2002) calls the “horizons of the conjuncture” 

(p. 872), or, imagined futures, are specific to a time in the individual’s life; they may be hopeful one 

day and dismayed on another, each social actor using their knowledge to consider and evaluate their 

chosen future identities.  

Johnson-Hanks thus presents a theoretical framework which allows for significant variations 

in experiences between each young person. Indeed, two individuals from the same communities 

may have very different social and cultural attributes being pursued, depending on a range of 

individual characteristics. This facet, the ability of her concepts to be flexible and adaptable to a 

range of social circumstances, is precisely the defining multilinear element sought to capture the 

complexity of young people’s experiences growing up in Sub-Saharan Africa.  

3.4. Agency and structure: Understanding Guyer’s transactional institutions, 

scales, and registers 

Johnson-Hanks’ (2002) conceptualisation of youth vital conjunctures mirrors certain 

fundamental elements of Guyer’s (2004) theory of marginal gains. As noted in the previous chapter, 

Guyer’s (2004) approach to studying exchange systems in Atlantic Africa is premised on a profound 

examination of relevant social and cultural categories during transactions, as much as it is interested 

in the broader structures which give rise to exchange with various currencies. The scope and variety 

of the types of exchanges possible is what Guyer (2004) terms ‘value multiplicity’; and this 

multiplicity is mirrored in Johnson-Hanks’ (2002) premise of multiple, simultaneous adulthood 

trajectories. It is possible to understand both theories as relying on a type of agency through which 

social actors navigate potentially endless attributes and characteristics that formulate their inner 

and external identities; and moreover, are able to combine these in order to make ‘marginal gains’.  

Perhaps the defining concepts that underpin the theory of social action in Johnson-Hanks 

and Guyer is the way in which they define the role of the locality; the existing cultural, social, 

political, and economic elements that make up the structure of the context. The structural elements 
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are indeed key to both these theories as they attempt to balance the restrictions of agent-structure 

debates by establishing the importance of the context in allowing or creating possibilities for social 

agents to act and contribute to these structures dynamically. In other words, both theorists take as a 

central tenet that the agency of social actors defines and is defined by the existing social 

structures. In order to expound the theoretical similarities and cohesion between these two 

frameworks, it is first necessary to clarify the conceptual vocabulary surrounding Guyer’s (2004) 

framework of exchange in Atlantic Africa; a framework that will be explored at length in the 

empirical chapters.  

Guyer’s (2002) discussion of structure is referenced specifically in terms of the nature of the 

institutional arrangements of the locality; specifically, transactional institutions. The way in which 

Guyer (2004) introduces the notion of transactional institutions, however, is complex, the 

complexity of which has been noted to impede understanding of her theoretical vocabulary (Kevane, 

2004). Indeed, Kevane (2004), among others, has noted that the conceptual terming can be overly 

“dense”; at times seemingly repetitive and convoluted with terms being used interchangeably. 

Accordingly, the reader is presented with the outline of what she might understand by transactional 

institution before properly understanding the analytical dimensions of her cultural anthropological 

perspective on institutions as a whole. This analysis will thus limit itself to engage with the 

foundational concepts of Guyer’s (2004) theory of exchange; the scales, registers, repertoires, and 

transactional institutions as they pertain to transactional dynamics of young people in Senegal.  

Guyer (2004) first refers to transactional institutions by referring to scales, performances, 

and tropic points. She suggests that, like these, “transactional institutions do not form mutually 

entailed systems but rather relatively open repertoires. New institutions can be added, without 

necessarily eliminating the precedents, especially where official interdiction is rare” (p. 98). We have 

then an understanding here that a transactional institution resembles ‘open repertoires’; which 

begins the confusing back and forth that Guyer makes between repertoires, their constituent 

elements, and transactional institutions, or institutions as a whole. Indeed, while she claims that 

“scales and performances become institutions” (p. 114), she also suggests that registers make up the 

constituent elements of repertoires. This is exacerbated by the fact that a scale is used 

interchangeably with the concept of “register”: “I use the straightforward concept of scale, or 

register” (p. 49). At several points in her analyses she seems to use these indeed in differing ways. 

Her discussion of volatility is key here. 

In discussing volatility, Guyer (2004) describes a petrol station that managed to sell petrol 

when Nigeria was faced with a petrol crisis. To do this in an orderly way, there were several 
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categories of people that would get their fill first; this combined mostly status, kinship relation and 

proximity, relations of reciprocity and authority. In the second category, several more incremental 

variables were considered such as “time waiting” and “strength of the sun” (p. 112). Then there 

were additional payments to be made to the helpers; and even additional rules surrounding the 

timing of the payment. This is an example of how, allowing nominal price alone to allocate petrol 

would not have sufficed and might have created chaos. In having structured approaches to this 

transaction and using several ‘registers’ to categorise the priority of provision of petrol, the sales 

were ordered. “This skill of improvisation in a volatile situation was based on particular logics 

already in place and shared at the cognitive level” (p. 112). This example is key because, rather than 

speaking about scales, she instead chooses to use the term register to denote the scalar variables 

she discusses above (commodities, measuring units, add-ons, and the social value of customers). 

Elsewhere Guyer (2004) makes the case that ‘value registers’ is a conceptual term that 

engulfs several different value scales and tropic points (points at which conversions between scales 

are possible): “I have noted how the tropic points […] can be allusive across value registers” pointing 

towards the notion that registers are the concepts that are better suited to hold several scalar 

dimensions (Guyer, 2004; p. 86). If this is the case, then both transactional institutions and 

repertoires seem to hold very similar analytical definitions; both are essentially delineated by their 

expressed registers, and scales therein. 

Perhaps one way to differentiate the two is in ‘charismatic performances’; “People preserve 

the repertoire, rather than the “rationalizing” it unto a system […] This, too, involves performative 

reinterpretation of the elements that compose transactional institutions. The evidence suggests that 

this expansion and contraction of the compositional elements of an institution may follow a finely 

tuned sense of priority and proportion” (p. 98). This then suggests that a repertoire is the totality of 

access to registers or scales, while an institution has an aspect of charismatic performance holding 

values of priority and proportion which a repertoire does not. 

An important point to make then is how malleable the concept of institutions are. Indeed, 

the entire premise is that institutions do not fade away; but the components, or the repertoire that 

might have outlined an institution, carry on and are sometimes implicated into others. As such, the 

outlines of a transactional institution are as clear as it is necessary for them to be delineated; or as 

far as it is politically incentivized for one to be delineated. For example, a national currency has an 

amalgam of regulations enforced by the state that criminalize the destruction of cash, that allow for 

exchange to happen, and at the nexus of the trade the accepted joint appreciation of money as an 

item that holds value backed by government. In Western economies, Guyer (2004) suggests, having 
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a well-defined monetary institution is beneficial as ‘price’ is placed at the centre in each transaction: 

“everything else is ideally defined in advance, so that there is a single point at which supply and 

demand intersect […] The concealment of regulatory mesh on which the market depends is the key 

defining feature […] In African transactions, more than the social relations of production is at stake. 

Scales of various kinds, tropic points, and numeration conventions may all, or severally, enter into 

negotiation” (Guyer, 2004; p. 100). 

Thus, a transactional institution may be defined in a multitude of variations, and is used by 

Guyer as an analytical template; a set of inter-mingling evaluation practices (value scales), social and 

cultural normative categories (registers), and relational performances. As far as a definition goes, 

this provides leeway for the researcher to define a transactional institution. This may have been 

done on purpose, in order to allow for the notion of process and change to be firmly imbricated into 

the creation, endurance, change or slow dismantling of any form of exchange that has, at one time, 

been the modus operandi for conveyances of value. 

Indeed, a point which cements this is made by Guyer in discussing repayments with the 

Yoruba in that repayments in value do not need to be made in money; “money shortages under 

structural adjustment have allowed discrete elements of a ceremony to be reduced in monetary 

obligations without loss of the symbolic representation of their meaning. Formulae exist within the 

institution so that people should not fail to make “appropriate payments” According to Lawuyi and 

Falola (1992), “debt repayments are not subject only to the whims of the market economy but to the 

criteria of moral assessment”. This suggests that transactional institutions, again, are a loose set of 

cultural and social referents, or ‘registers’, their very flexibility and ambiguity is the entire point 

Guyer is making; to reduce these to specific criteria would be against the essence of the theory in 

that they are constantly moulding themselves to fit the social, cultural, economic and political 

context of the exchange. Stability in instability. In Guyer’s words, institutions are a “collective 

creation that filter, buffer, assign meaning, consolidate powers, and in general then shape the 

random instabilities of life” (p. 232). 

Thus, insofar as these institutions are constantly shifting, and the exchange repertoires that 

form each transactional institution being in themselves abstract and amorphous, Guyer suggests 

that applying a structuralist perspective to these societies is inconsistent with the idea that “there 

was always a multiplicity of transactions and rarely a clear anchoring of stability” (Guyer, 2002; p. 

116). Indeed, for Guyer it is the existence of these multiple and shifting institutional arrangements 

that underpins the reason for which West African exchange dynamics have always relied on value 

multiplicity, rather than overly prescribed abilities to convert one value to another (value 
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singularity). More importantly for this discussion, Guyer focuses specifically on the perversions of 

structural symmetry; arguing that it is the nature of the structure to become denatured; to grow and 

change across time and space. At the centre of this, is the agent and choice; much of which, of 

course, is influenced by “some institutional stability” (2004; p. 147). But more than this, it is via the 

social direction of currencies, and the way in which “money ranks people on a scale corresponding 

to profiles of achievement and good fortune […] rather than structural ascription” (2004; p. 147). As 

such, Guyer considers structure to be of import in the analysis of the institutional and historic 

circumstances which create the possibilities for people to express, change and consume value in a 

“political economy of recognition” (p. 147). This means that money and the transactional institutions 

through which it is exchanged are a product of social actors negotiating and expressing change.  

3.5. Vital conjunctures at the margins 

Having provided an overview of Guyer’s (2004) conceptual framework of structure and the 

arrangements of transactional institutions, it is thus possible to comment on the specific elements 

which make ‘marginal gains’ and ‘youth vital conjunctures’ theoretically cohesive.  

In both Johnson-Hanks and Guyer’s theoretical frameworks, the importance placed on the 

interaction of agency and structure is crucial; in Marginal Gains (2004) Guyer suggests that there 

are, within transactional institutions, ambiguities that give rise to value multiplicity. As a result, 

specifically in localities in Atlantic Africa, negotiating and navigating existing transactional 

institutions is a way in which social actors express agency and, simultaneously, contribute and shape 

the form of these institutions over-time. For Johnson-Hanks (2002), the social and cultural structures 

likewise produce spaces of “structured possibilities and expectations”, allowing agency to be 

expressed as a result of these consistently shifting conjunctural horizons. These dynamically 

changing social and cultural categories are thus the important enduring aspect of West African 

societies insofar as the flexibility of the boundaries of social and cultural structures is a key aspect of 

seeking adulthood or making marginal gains in transactional institutions.  

Indeed, for Guyer (2004), transactions are actions which express social directions of currency 

and of the agent: either additive or subtractive in social hierarchies. Each transaction is made along 

multifarious transactional institutions; these could be monetary such as the national currency, or 

based on other values. Achieving marginal gains, according to Guyer (2004) is a process in which the 

agent converts value from one institution or one register to another, suggesting that value 

multiplicity is important in contexts where value ambiguity is, to an extent, institutionalised to 

create possibilities for gaining and creating value where access to money is challenging. Indeed, as 

Guyer suggests, “when everyone’s expenditure level falls, even faithful implementation of a 
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proportional “rule” can result in absolute deprivation at the bottom” (Guyer, 2004; p. 147), 

therefore the systems which underpin value creation need to be linked to how achievement of an 

individual is graded and profiled relative to the specific means existing at the time. If those means 

are scarce, then the transactional institutions will reflect this; ambiguities will be exploited in ways 

that have not been before and the situation will essentially correct itself in order for value to 

emerge.  

The choices made by individuals in Guyer’s view, are, on the whole, motivated by 

recognition, itself being the result of “the mutual imbrication of several scales of value […] in 

producing personal position through mutual transactions” (2004; p. 148). The accumulation of 

wealth in itself is rarely, in her analyses of West African cultures, an end-goal; rather wealth in its 

various forms may be both external and internal referents, social and personal in nature. Externally, 

positions of power may be bought with money and items of value (the exact amount open to 

negotiation) whereas personally, transactions may have deep spiritual connotations, as with the 

Igbo: “the ladder of conversion of money into spiritual power are a realization of the inner self of the 

free person on the way to ancestorhood and life in the ghost world” (Guyer, 2002; p. 78). As an 

anthropological concept this is reflected in early writings by Mauss in which he describes the interior 

awareness of the self and the enactment of social roles (Mauss, 1990). 

Where vital conjunctures is complementary, is in the aspirational ‘recognition’ aim for 

individuals; particularly young people. In their actions, many young people strive to achieve 

recognition and respectability in West Africa, but find it difficult to achieve this through the 

accumulation of monetary wealth. Johnson-Hanks (2002) suggests that the uncertainty created by 

this environment means that young people are confronted with a complex set of future orientations. 

In ‘secure’ environments these would be to attainable achievements, such as purchasing a residence 

and starting a family. In uncertainty, new negotiations of life trajectories and identity resources need 

to be made during vital conjunctures. Moreover, ‘vital events’ are not unidirectional, nor do they 

happen in a stepwise manner. Insecure environments often mean that young people are facing 

several vital events simultaneously; at which point their future orientations begin to change, their 

options either being expanded or limited by their experiences to-date. The future orientations and 

their ability to achieve their aspirations will then impact on their chosen course of actions. As a 

result, their transactions will reflect not just their aspirations, but the extent to which they expect to 

be able to achieve these.  

As with Guyer, the future possibilities translate in different forms of value creation in the 

present, with young people then utilizing various transactional institutions to achieve recognition in 
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contexts where it is progressively more difficult to do so. The similarity thus lies in the theory of 

value that the social actor is engaged with; in Guyer’s theory, achieving external and internal 

recognition by engaging in fluctuating value scales is paramount, while in Johnson-Hanks’ theory, the 

motivating factor of choice and action is found in how vital conjunctures are navigated. In other 

words, while both theories regard the self as relational, and this relationality is key to determining 

future actions, Johnson-Hanks suggests that decisions are made not for immediate reward, but 

rather defined in line with visions of a future self, similar to Guyer’s claim that exchanges are based 

on the desire for self-recognition. Ultimately, however, both theories consider the existence of 

multiplicity, the ability to navigate various value frameworks and the continued performance of 

these, to be the underlying characteristic inherent in agentic choice – albeit one that is bound by the 

social and cultural structures of the context. 

3.6. Conclusion 

To this day, much of the existing development literature considers ‘youth’ as a phase; one 

amongst others that formulate a stepwise understanding of human psycho-social development. This 

model has been termed ‘life-stages’ and uses the notion that there are many different life events 

that may impede the achievement of a life stage. This concept, however, challenges an 

understanding of the social reality – that life cannot be divided into discrete blocs and categories, 

but that social actors are given at birth a certain set of attributes that contribute to their identity 

throughout their lives; develop personalities and behaviours that do not change from one phase to 

the other, and perhaps most importantly that life stages are not linear nor universal in their 

experience from one individual to another.  

Johnson-Hanks’ (2002) conceptual framework of ‘vital conjunctures’ offers a strong 

alternative analytical frame to analyse young people’s life trajectories. She does not take for granted 

the existence of life stages, and instead argues that individuals have both external and internal 

attributes; external are socially constructed (being pious or chaste for example) and then 

internalized by the individual. Some of these attributes are learned through time as societal changes 

occur. Rather than simply ‘achieving adulthood’, Johnson-Hanks (2002) asks the more pertinent 

question of what are the combinations of attributes and characteristics that form conceptualisations 

of social adulthood. She then states that, while we cannot claim that stages are universal, what is 

universal is the “contingent and anticipated future” (Johnson-Hanks, 2002; p. 871). In other words, 

what young people often wrestle with is their imagined futures – and these, so called ‘horizons of 

conjunctures’ – form the basis of decision-making for youth. 
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This ability and potential of combining and navigating between several identities to establish 

oneself draws from a similar theoretical understanding of the interaction between structure and 

agency in Guyer’s (2004) thesis, ‘marginal gains’, in which she claims that value “multiplicity”, the 

importance of having multiple simultaneous value registers and regimes, is the key to achieving 

marginal gains. Indeed, Guyer suggests instability provides opportunities for the creative navigation 

of various scales, and thus the potential to convert value from one to the other. Although Guyer’s 

theoretical framework is considerably complex, her theoretical adaptability is perhaps best suited to 

anthropological fieldwork as the local social and cultural norms and practices can be adapted to this 

conceptual framework; both at the level of the currency and in analysing the variety of transactions 

that occur across transactional institutions.  

Using these theoretical frameworks together to understand exchanges among young people 

thus provides the opportunity to analyse transactional dynamics as they relate to young men’s life 

trajectories. Exchanges made across transactional institutions are thus related to the decisions made 

by young people in relation to their conjunctural horizons insofar as they are informed by vital 

conjunctures. The analysis is thus placed on understanding navigational strategies of young men; the 

navigation of identity resources and registers, as well as the repeated performance of these in 

attempting to reach social adulthood and reap marginal gains – or suffer marginal losses.  
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4. Youth and the context of Senegal 

4.1. Introduction  

This chapter provides an overview of the most relevant political, cultural, and economic 

factors for considering the transactional practices of young men in Senegal within a context of high 

underemployment for young people. In reviewing the available literature, three salient categories 

emerged that will support later analysis: the historical and cultural landscape of Senegal; the 

literature on youth in Senegal and finally, financial inclusion and the state of the digital financial 

infrastructure in St Louis and Dakar. 

The first of these categories - the historical and cultural landscape - is understandably broad. 

As the research will adopt an ethnographic approach there is much that is relevant to understand 

the behaviours and practices of young men as they engage in transactional decision-making. Four 

aspects are reviewed; (i) a historical and cultural introduction to the Senegambian region; (ii) the 

caste system in Senegalese social and cultural life; (iii) Islam, colonisation, and political 

independence; and (iv) the lasting impact of the Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) on the 

Senegalese economy. 

Second, in reviewing the literature on youth in Senegal, several key areas emerged relevant 

for contextualising their current experience. Following from the previous discussion of SAPs, an 

overview of the current employment statistics as they impact on formal and informal employment in 

Senegal is provided, followed by more youth-specific employment data from Senegal. Following this, 

current social and cultural literature exploring the concept of reaching adulthood is discussed before 

reviewing youth demographic data and using digital financial services in urban Senegal. The first two 

elements are key in understanding the challenges in young men’s identity formation in Senegal. 

However, while academic literature on young people in Western Africa is considerable, research 

regarding youth transactional practices in Western Africa is scarce. And while financial data on youth 

represent mostly awareness and use of financial services, at the time of writing there are no 

academic papers exploring the transactional dynamics of youth exchange practices in Senegal. 

Consequently, this chapter will use anthropological and ethnographic research on exchange 

practices more widely to provide an overview of some of the practices that may exist in urban 

Senegalese society at the present time.  

The third area of context will focus on financial inclusion and the digital financial 

infrastructure in Senegal. To understand how mobile money plays a role in young men’s lives, 

exploring current financial services offerings, reviewing user rates, and exploring informal financial 

practices is important to provide context to the analysis of young men’s exchanges in the empirical 
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chapters. As such, this section is divided into four; the state of financial inclusion in Senegal; formal 

and informal financial mechanisms; existing digital financial services; and finally, a brief overview of 

the state of remittances in Senegal. The goal here is to highlight that there exists a steadily growing 

rate of users of both over-the-counter (OTC) services and mobile money. Indeed, compared to a 

decade ago, Senegal has seen a significant jump in both formal financial accounts use in banking 

institutions as well as the use of mobile money accounts. Nevertheless, registered account use in 

formal financial institutions still accounts for less than half of the population; suggesting that 

informal financial mechanisms remain the main option for organising financial activities (BCEAO, 

2016)3.  

 

4.2. Caste, work ethic and causes of unemployment in Senegal  

Caste among the Wolof 

The Senegambian region on the West African coast has, over the centuries, seen much 

change in terms of trade, political power, and internal indigenous movements. While a full historical 

analysis is outside the scope of this chapter, to understand the present Senegalese landscape one 

must go at least as far back as the Wolof kingdom (Fall, 2003). The Senegambian region consisted of 

several kingdoms which had been trading with European nations for several centuries. Several of 

these polities had for example, been trading slaves with European powers while these in turn had 

provided exchange goods (Richmond, 1993). The Wolof kingdom in particular was spread over a vast 

geographical area and covered the land between modern day Gambia and Mauritania in the North 

(Geller, 2020). Thus, modern day Senegal North of Gambia is primarily Wolof in ethnicity, connected 

by shared social and cultural norms and ceremonies that are still practiced today (Clark, 1999). In 

Senegal they represent the largest ethnicity (43% of the population) and speak the Wolof language. 

The Wolof represented the majority of the population and were the dominant cultural influence in 

St Louis, the primary location of the research. Other ethnicities in Senegal comprise the Pular which 

are the second most populous ethnicity, followed by the Serer, the Mandinka, and the Jola.  

According to Geller (2020), the Wolof have carried several social hierarchical stratifications 

from earlier kingdoms, the most defined of which is caste system. Rather than a singular caste 

system, however, the Wolof have three main social systems – the ‘freeborn’ group, a hierarchical 

caste system, and social group defined by multi-generational servitude. The first of these social 

groups is the geer category; a ‘freeborn’ category which was principally composed of, at the top, 

 
3 Post-Covid 19 figures for increase in digital financial services use have yet to be released at the time of 
writing.  
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royalty, nobles of noble lineage, and at the bottom were the baadolo who comprise the 

“commoner” status. All the people in this social category were free to travel and to exchange in 

trade to a larger or lesser extent. In comparison, the category of nyeenyo (or, gnegno) is a more 

traditional caste social structure, a vertical social structure in which movement up or down is strictly 

maintained by the dominant groups. This caste system has all the hallmarks of traditional caste 

structures, argues Markovitz (1977), by exhibiting several key characteristics (p. 74);  

(1). hierarchically organised system of occupations, (2). entrance into occupations by birth, 

(3) endogamous marriage within occupational and status groupings, (4) “objective” conflict between 

the interests of the different castes, (4) subjectively, a situation where even the lowest, most debased 

castes may assert no grievance, but attest to the rectitude of the moral order and maintain the 

rightfulness of their own positions in society.  

Further broken down, the nobility had several levels: the Garmi who had a right to the 

throne; the Tagne who were princes with direct if tenous links to the crown, and who had a voice in 

the final selction of the kings; the Kangame who were chiefs with rights granted to own land; at the 

bottom were the sons of a prince and slave. Below this category came the Badolo. The Badolo, the 

‘commoners’, were allowed to work the land and reap benefits from their labour to a certain extent. 

While they were able to exchange goods, they were strictly unable to own the land they laboured 

on. The Badolo and the nobility formed the aforementioned ‘geer’ category of peoples (Tamari, 

1991). The Nyeenyo, on the other hand, were ‘casted’ people and could be divided into artisans and 

Griots. The word Nyeenyo itself is meant to be a Peul translation of the term ‘flatterer’; meaning 

these people often gave gifts to the ruling classes in order to receive special treatment in return. 

These castes were unable to inter-marry between artisanal professions, and were seen as living to 

serve the freeborn Guer. Furthermore, the range of different castes that exist were juxtaposed in 

vertical hierarchical ways to each other; the Griots, for example, were a very different caste of 

individuals that fulfilled the role of historians, genealogists, praise singers, and musicians (more 

broadly, these could be termed the gewel; 2011, Kane). The final social group, were, in essence, 

indentured slaves. These were originally captured prisoners from rival tribes, or individuals with 

multi-generational debts to be repaid.  

The caste system that defined the social hierarchical structure of the Wolof kingdom still has 

profound impacts on the social organisation of people in Senegal to this day. Indeed, the caste 

structure is a subject of concern because of the habitual discrimination lower-caste people face 

across areas of life such as inter-caste marriage, educational and social status achievement, and 

political representation (Babou, 2008; Guye et al., 2018).  
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Islam, the peanut basin and the Wolof work ethic 

While a large majority of the Senegalese population is Muslim, Islam itself did not always 

have such a large footprint in Senegal (Clarke, 1999). It was between 1690 and 1890, after numerous 

Jihads that the Senegambian region, during a time of considerable change due to the reduction in 

transatlantic slave trade and political turmoil, that Muslim reformers developed several states in the 

East of Senegal. When the French conquered the region, they found reformed Muslim states that 

practiced a type of Sufi Islamic faith, with elements of traditional animism combined. It was during 

the peace that followed the conflict between French forces and the religious Jihads, that Islam 

developed and was adopted so widely across the region. (Hiskett, 1984). As Clark (1999) suggests; 

“With increased trade and security, Islam and Islamic ideas were carried to areas that had previously 

been impenetrable” (p. 155). Areas to the South of the Sahel were adopting primarily Tijaniyah 

beliefs; a brotherhood linked to Sufi beliefs. Specifically, the construction of travel infrastructure 

through the colonial agricultural policies linking the interior “peanut basin” to the coast was vital for 

the spread of these beliefs.  

The peanut trade that provided the French colonial administration with significant economic 

benefits is key to understanding another brotherhood; the Murides (Loimeier, 1996). The Murides 

were originally founded by Amadou Bamba who belonged to the Qadiriyya brotherhood. Amadou 

Bamba’s opposition to the French gained him popularity among the people that had been displaced 

and who resented the French administration of the time (Coulon, 1985). While Umar Tal and 

Mamadu Lamine, two religious leaders who had waged Jihad in Senegal and come into conflict with 

the French, had been significant icons, Umar Tal eventually came to an understanding with the 

administration and Mamadu Lamine was killed in battle. This meant Amadou Bamba, in the eyes of 

many Senegalese and particularly the Wolof people with whom he shared ethnicity, became the 

rallying figure symbolizing resistance against the French (Coulon, 1985). The reality, however, was 

somewhat different. While Amadou Bamba and his newly founded Muride brotherhood had 

originally had ambitions to overthrow French rule, they subsequently cooperated increasingly 

closely. Indeed, in 1926, Bamba was given permission to build a mosque in Touba, the largest 

mosque in Senegal and the spiritual home of the Murides (Soars and Seesemann, 2009). In 

exchange, Bamba reciprocated by donating CFA 500,000 into a fund designed to help stabilize the 

currency. After his death, the brotherhood cooperated even more closely particularly on issues of 

agriculture, commerce, and investments. One of the most important enduring legacies of the 

Murides, however, is the work ethic that was espoused by Amadou Bamba. As Clark (1999) states, 

“the most distinctive aspect of the Muride brotherhood was the emphasis placed on disciples 

performing manual labour […] for their marabouts” (p. 156). Much has been written in academia 
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regarding the impact of this work ethic and the pressure or influence this has on young men and 

women. Indeed, if the ability to work is related to one’s spiritual accomplishments, then being out of 

work reflects poorly on one’s spiritual identity (Buggenhagen, 2011).  

After independence, the elements of Islam and politics have grown together and the 

separation and combination of these spheres is the subject of much debate. In 1960, the majority of 

the population (90%) were Muslim with the Tijaniiya brotherhood having the most followers (50%) 

followed by the Murides (40%) (Clark, 1999). The political administration that oversaw the 

Senegalese government following independence chose to follow a secularized African socialist 

agenda, ensuring the right to religious freedom for all without overt government religious ties. That 

said, then President Senghor courted religious marabouts and leaders from the Tijanes and the 

Murides for decades during his leadership to the point where historians suggest that the religious 

authorities and political establishment were inextricably connected; often of the same side, with 

religious figures continuously backing the political direction both Senghor and his successor, Abdou 

Diouf, were taking (Clark, 1999).  

As a result, the current understanding is that political activity and religious beliefs in young 

people are very closely intertwined. In fact, the Imams, the religious leaders responsible for leading 

prayers in Mosques, along with the social media output of the various disciples, will frequently 

discuss recent events in Friday prayers. These are then the centre of discussion, as they often include 

broader moral and philosophical implications of their own actions and the values that guide them in 

their lives. For the Murid disciples, these often centre on the spiritual importance of work, and 

contributing wealth to family. Indeed, providing tea and coffee to devotes on the street was seen as 

contributing positively to one’s family through the charitable actions linking the young person to 

their kinship. That being said, there remains considerable social stigma for young men who are 

unable to find employment due to the lack of income opportunities affecting youth in Senegal.   

SAPS and the present economic uncertainty in Senegal 

Structural adjustment programs were introduced in Sub-Saharan Africa in the 1980s partly 

as a response to the impact of the oil crises of the OPEC nations during the 1970s which led, in many 

countries, to inflationary rises on national currencies by up to 20% per year (Tidjani, 1998). A decade 

after, international funding institutions such as the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank 

introduced various conditionalities to large loans given to African governments as ‘bailout’ packages 

in the form of Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs). The overriding economic and political 

developmental rationale behind these programs was one of ‘decontrol’, liberalization of economic 

policies by: (i) eliminating state-induced market distortions; (ii) reducing and rationalizing 
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government expenses and reducing recruitment in the public sector; (iii) devaluing national 

currencies to encourage the increase of exports (Tidjani, 1998). 

Senegal adopted the first SAP in 1986 and another in 1995. As part of these SAPS, France 

devalued the CFA currency and the government espoused policies of liberalization towards 

prioritizing export markets. Further steps were taken to cut down on government expenditures, to 

lower incoming trade barriers, and to abolish government authorisation to lay off workers (Hesse, 

2004). The results, however, did not reduce poverty and failed to stimulate the economy and attract 

significant external investment (Tidjani, 1998). Whereas in theory the decentralization of state-

owned enterprises (such as the peanut industries in the Senegalese basin) were to move resources 

to local institutions, the evidence suggests that did not happened (O’Bannon, 2006). Instead, 

because of the currency devaluations, the loss of public sector jobs and the decreasing public 

investment, a wave of economic uncertainty swept through the nation.  

The wave of ‘neoliberal’ reforms that restructured the economy had significant impacts on 

several pertinent areas of life. Firstly, whereas in previous decades young people had coveted 

employment in public institutions – primarily government and its parastatals – these jobs became 

scarcer and with the declining opportunity to ensure long-term employment and salaries and little 

prospect of securing formal employment outside of this, there was little choice but to engage in 

informal, seasonal and insecure forms of income generating activities (Oya, 2001). In fact, the job 

precarity that young people faced was an important part of the “Y’en a marre” movement during the 

electoral campaign of 2012 which saw a vast movement of young people take to the streets in 

protest against an ineffective government they saw as investing heavily in meaningless public 

expenditure programs that did little to solve the employment crisis (Lambert, 2016; Sajnani, 2015). 

The then President, Abdoulaye Wade, was replaced by the current President Macky Sall, who ran on 

a platform of giving young people economic and educational opportunities to improve their access 

to employment; a promise that has yet to be fulfilled in any meaningful way according to the latest 

employment data (as described in young people and employment section below). The legacy of the 

SAPs in Senegal is still a subject of debate with some theorists claiming the content was good but 

due to poor implementation and bad governance, the SAPs were never able to produce the intended 

results (Hesse, 2004) and others that suggest the SAPs, and in particular the devaluation of the 

currency, created decades of economic uncertainty and reduced employment opportunities for the 

Senegalese people (Melly, 2013). 

An important facet of the economic uncertainty that prevailed, and particularly relevant for 

this thesis, is how local exchange values reacted to the fluctuations in the national currency. Indeed, 
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as families struggled to buy food and “pull-off expensive weddings and baby-naming ceremonies”, 

many turned towards religious sheiks and marabouts for guidance (Buggenhagen, 2011; p. 715). 

These leaders responded in claiming that these ceremonies were against the key facets of Muslim 

philosophy of modesty and restraint. As such, they began a campaign to cast women’s expenditures 

as “riba”, or ‘against Islamic teachings’, in a bid to reign in the social pressures exerted on families 

during a time of crisis (Buggenhagen, 2011). However, these expenditures could be framed in 

alternative ways – such as a method women used to invest in each other during times of economic 

uncertainty. Indeed, as Buggenhagen (2011) argues, women “shifted the media and modality of 

exchange over time to suit new situations of fiscal volatility and make marginal gains” (p. 715) – 

referencing Guyer (2004). Buggenhagen (2011) suggests that the neoliberal reforms and the ensuing 

currency fluctuations forced women to expand their financial repertoires to translate money into 

long-term value assets such as “investments in associational life, titles, and heirloom cloth” (p. 715). 

This expansion of what one considers as money is important in considering how employment and 

monetary management is discussed in the large majority of financial inclusion literature. Indeed, the 

next section demonstrates, the figures behind employment hides important information on the 

ways in which people respond to uncertainty, and the navigational strategies devised to adapt to 

them.  

4.3. Youth in Senegal 

Having reviewed salient historical and contemporary literature on the broader economic, 

social and cultural structures in Senegal, this section highlights key data in terms of employment 

figures, population statistics and digital financial use of young men in Senegal.    

Population growth and pressures on youth employment 

According to labour market regulations report from 2015, the rapid population growth in 

Senegal in the last few decades has had an equally significant impact on the employment of young 

people (World Bank, 2015). During the 2010 to 2015 period, Senegal’s population grew on average 

by 2.9%, putting Senegal firmly in the group of countries with the highest population growth in the 

world. As a result, the amount of young people entering the labour market, along with the “sluggish 

labour demand created a situation of massive unemployment and underemployment” (World Bank, 

2015; p. 11).   

The sluggish labour demand can be traced to multiple origins. As discussed, SAPs had a 

significant impact on the extent of employment in public institutions; however, after the 1980s 

several industries were dismantled that previously formally employed large numbers of Senegalese, 

such as the ground nut oil and textile industries (Golub, Stephen and Mbaye, 2002). More recently, 
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several sectors including construction, communication and information technology such as mobile 

money services opened space for considerable growth for employment in formal contracts. 

However, two thirds of these are temporary, and even in counting these the working age population 

far outstrips the availability of formal employment.  

Formal employment, however, is not a particularly good measure of the amount of people in 

employment, and Senegal is similar to other West African nations in this regard (World Bank, 2015). 

The latest informal employment statistics suggest that informal employment (definition) far 

outnumbers that of formal employment (ibid.). Among the young, however, formal employment 

prospects as a result of education is low. Moreover, chances of securing formal employment 

decrease with higher levels of education (World Bank, 2015). In 2011, only 35% of Senegalese with 

tertiary education held a formal contract, prompting the claim that “prospects of formal 

employment are even bleaker for young people [in Senegal] than the rest of the work force” (World 

Bank, 2015; p. 15).  

Key demographic and employment figures  

The pressure on the labour market for Senegal’s youth is exacerbated by the predominantly 

youthful population structure, with over 60% under 25 years of age and an overall median age of 

18.1 (World Bank, 2020). It is also increasingly urban with more than 43 percent of the total 

population living in cities, and Dakar accounting for more than 50 percent of this number (World 

Bank, 2021b). Urban areas are likewise marked by a youthful population. In Dakar, people under the 

age of 20 account for 42.3 percent of the population, while the percentage of ‘young people’ (15–35 

year old) account for 39.4 percent, or, more than one in three people (ANSD, 2015). A notable trend 

in Dakar’s population, however, is the dip in population figures between 10 and 20 years old, and a 

much higher figure between 20 and 30 years old. Population estimates in St Louis similarly point 

towards a youthful population with young people below the age of 15 accounting for more than 43 

percent of the population, and 15 to 35 year olds accounting for approximately 35% (ANSD, 2014).  

While the increased urban population has usually meant a decrease in poverty and an 

increase in GDP per capita in other developing countries, this has not been so in Senegal where GDP 

per capita has remained largely the same since 1970, reflecting an unbalanced economic growth in 

the distribution of wealth among the population (WDI, 2015). In part, this can be attributed to the 

lack of economic prospects facing young people in Senegal, with unemployment levels in urban 

areas tending to be most highly experienced by this age group (World Bank, 2021b; ANSD, 2017).  

When it comes to young people in employment, the informal sector dominates nationally 

with an estimated 80% of youth engaged in informal income generating activities, agriculture and 
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fisheries being the most common livelihood. In urban areas, however, the tertiary sector is most 

common form of employment, boasting the highest level of salaried workers (World Bank, 2021b). 

There are, however, considerable regional differences in the standards of living, education, and 

employment opportunities among the various urbanised centres in Senegal; and this is no different 

when in St Louis and Dakar, the two locations of research.   

Young people in Dakar 

A World Bank report considering youth employment in Senegal described the status of inactive as 

“neither in the labour force nor in education, which also includes discouraged workers and disabled 

people” (p. 3; World Bank, 2007). Indeed, as compared to the term “unemployment”, inactive 

captures the experience of many young people in Dakar; willing to perform income generating 

activities but disillusioned and uninspired by the lack of work opportunities. Figures of 

unemployment also tend to mask the reality of types of employment in Sub-Saharan Africa, where 

most young people will say they have been employed even if this represents just a few hours in a 

week. This may explain the low unemployment rate for 15- to 35 year olds in Dakar (18.5 percent); 

but when considering the rate of ‘inactivity’ and unemployment combined the figure stands far 

higher (41.8 percent) (ANSD, 2017; World Bank, 2007a). Among young people in urban areas who 

are educated to the tertiary level, unemployment rates are also high; as much as 31% (ANSD, 2016).  

Young people in St Louis 

St Louis is a region in the North West of Senegal. The main city, St Louis, is known for being a 

fishing hub and the former capital city of Senegal under French colonial rule. The city is where this 

research was conducted, and young people were interviewed mainly across three districts: 

Guet’Ndar, Corniche, and Nord. St Louis is an urbanised department (73.5 percent) with some 

districts being particularly densely populated such as Guet’nDar, where it is estimated that more 

than 30,000 tonnes of fish pass through the small port each year (ANSD, 2014).  

Fishing and selling fish are a big part of the local economy of St Louis and employs a 

significant number of young men who work on small wooden boats (pirogues), and young women 

who sell fish in markets. Latest figures from St Louis suggest there are more than 31,300 fishers 

travelling along the coast selling their fish, even staying in Mauritania for the better part of 6 months 

selling their catch. While existing data is difficult to come by, income generated through fishing can 

be considerable and during religious festivals it is not uncommon for expensive celebrations to be 

held in this densely populated area. 

After fishing, tourism is the second biggest source of income in St Louis with several national 

parks and celebrated architectural spaces in and around the city. Fishing is the second source of 
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employment in the department after agriculture, suggesting that many young people participate 

actively in the sector. That said, infrastructure issues, the encroaching sea on the island “Langue de 

Barbarie” and the recent ebola crisis have all hampered the potential growth of tourism related 

revenue and employment (ANSD, 2014).  

Reaching social adulthood in Senegal 

In the previous chapter we identified how “youth transitions” in Africa were based on 

several identifiable events such as weddings, childbirth, educational transition to work and house 

ownership. These life events which play a role in achieving adulthood can be applied to young 

people in most of Sub-Saharan Africa and is the subject of extensive literature (Juarez and Gayet, 

2014).  However, as discussed, the more relevant focus is that of the process of reaching adulthood 

rather than the particular events, and indeed the ways in which contemporary pressures to achieve 

adulthood have been changing (Prothman, 2019). These pressures illuminate the important 

distinction between ‘adulthood’, which connotates a legalistic understanding of age, and social 

adulthood, which understands adulthood as projecting the necessary characteristics and attributes 

to be considered an adult within one’s community (Johnson-Hanks, 2002). 

In exploring this topic, cultural youth studies have considered constructs of masculinity and 

social adulthood and how the formation of these are often interlinked with the consumption of 

global media imaginaries of masculinity. Honwana (2012) suggests that media images of successful 

and independent men have entered the social imaginary of young men in West Africa, and that 

these images are being consumed in ever more accessible ways thanks to the proliferation of 

internet usage. These images repeatedly represent young men with the ability to remit money to 

their families in rural areas, the focus being overwhelmingly on the capacity of young men to achieve 

formal employment. Prothmann (2019), in his analysis of “waithood” in Dakar made similar 

assertions regarding both global and localised constructs of “masculine achievement” (p. 210). In his 

ethnographic research, the young men in Pikine, Dakar, chose to endure ‘waithood’; the concept of 

waiting for dignified employment opportunities to arise rather than to engage in work that is 

deemed to be beneath their social status. The underlying factor is not only that adulthood is difficult 

to achieve because of a lack of employment opportunities; but rather that expectations on the 

criteria of achieving social adulthood are rising far quicker than the employment opportunities can 

provide (Di Nunzio, 2012).  

In the absence of employment opportunities, analysis has shown how young men in Senegal 

turn to other activities in order to attain a level of self-respect and social recognition. In Dakar, 

young men have often turned to fashion in order to shape an emergent masculinity (Scheld, 2003). 
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Through the creative manipulation of various cultural fashion resources, young men express 

simultaneous messages that adhere to local and globalised media imaginaries. This includes 

combinations such as wearing Nike shoes with Nigerian print stitched on them. This type of 

combinatorial decision-making in achieving social adulthood outside of employment-based means is 

indeed a common occurrence, and is represented in dance and rap music (Biaya, 2000). Indeed, the 

impetus to seek alternative representations of one’s value (alternative to income generation), young 

people seek and are creative in ways that construct identities; identities that question the prevailing 

traditional achievement of adulthood and instead form new forms of “social adulthood” by creative 

performances of masculinity (Scheld, 2003).  

4.4. Financial inclusion and the state of the digital financial infrastructure in St 

Louis and Dakar 

Financial Inclusion in Senegal 

The definition of inclusion in Senegal was set at being able to access and use financial 

services such as savings and transfer mechanisms. More recently, the BCEAO has renewed its 

interest to extend both financial inclusion and education through bilateral ties in order to integrate 

financial education and to implement financial inclusion programs throughout Senegal and the wider 

region (BCEAO, 2017). To achieve this goal, the Central Bank has developed a regional strategy for 

financial inclusion in which a set of support mechanisms are listed, notably the provision of financial 

services through mobile telephony (Senou, Ouattara and Acclassato Houensou, 2019). 

Presently, however, the level of financial inclusion in Senegal is relatively low but growing. 

The latest survey commissioned by the Directorate of Regulation and Supervision of Decentralized 

Financial Systems, Survey of the Financial Inclusion Situation in Senegal (ESRIF, 2018) establishes the 

financial inclusion rate at 20.5 % in 2017. Financial inclusion, in this case, refers to the amount of 

working age people having accessed formal financial services (such as banking institutions). This rate 

is slightly higher compared to the latest data made available by the World Bank which set it at 17% 

in 2016 (World Bank, 2016). Individual differences in access to formal financial services is 

determined by gender, location, and income. In fact, women overall have less access to financial 

services than men (respectively 16.8% and 27.2%), some regions have high rates of financial 

inclusion (especially the region of Dakar and Thiès with respectively 39% and 23% of their adult 

populations financially included) while others are largely excluded (Kédougou with 6% of its 

population included). 

Interestingly, taking into account the use of mobile money for financial transactions in 

addition to having an account in a formal financial institution, the rate of use of financial services 
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reaches 41.6%. Unsurprisingly, urban areas are those that show the most intense use of services: 

57.9% against 24.4% in rural areas (ESRIF, 2018). 

When it comes to awareness of mobile money products, the 2016 Financial Inclusion 

Insights (FII) Survey suggests awareness of basic formal financial services is high: 91% of Senegalese 

adults know a third party over-the-counter (OTC) transfer service provider and 80% know a mobile 

money provider (such as Orange and Tigo). However, while many Senegalese have used OTC money 

transfer and bill payment services (52 %), use of mobile wallets4 is quite low (8%) (FII, 2016) while 

the latest Findex data shows 35% of adults (15 and older) have a mobile money account (Findex, 

2017). This, however, is dependent on the region and urban areas show much higher use of mobile 

money (22%) (Findex, 2017). Further disaggregated by age, it becomes clear that young people are 

frequent users, with the 25 to 34 age bracket the highest in terms of mobile money use (27%).  

Formal and Informal Financial Mechanisms in Senegal 

According to the World Bank, 92% of Senegalese surveyed do not use formal credit products 

and 93% do not use formal savings products (World Babk, 2018). ESRIF (2018) states that the 

Senegalese are more likely to save through informal mechanisms such as tontines, or, informal 

savings groups (29.1%), keeping money on themselves (27.4%), at home (23%), or in kind. Diving into 

why these mechanisms are popular in Senegal, a CGAP research report (2016) found that 54% of 

non-account holders cited religious reasons as an impediment to opening an account because of the 

Islamic prohibition on borrowing money with interest. This is termed ‘riba’.  

Beyond these few studies, the ethnographic literature on financial practices in Senegal 

mainly addresses the issue of migration, remittances, and social networks. These, including family 

and friends, are essential to meeting financial needs, allowing borrowing for basic consumption and 

advice. Moya (2015) points out that social networks can be a safety net and a source of anxiety 

because “anyone who might have some cash, especially a salaried employee, a migrant living abroad 

[…]  is under continuous fire of claims and demands of all kinds from relatives, friends, neighbors, 

creditors, business partners, and so on” (p. 157).  Concerns around how digital financial services are 

helping to increase the social pressure of income sharing are widespread in the economics and 

policy literature however, there is no specific research for Senegal on this point (Jakiela and Ozier, 

2016). 

 
4 Use determined as ‘has used mobile money services in the last 3 months’ (FII, 2016) 
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Digital Financial Services in Senegal 

The Mobile Money for Poverty (MM4P) program in Senegal has documented the dynamics 

of the digital financial services market through regular research publications, including an evaluation 

of agent networks (Helix, 2016), a survey on financial inclusion (Intermedia, 2016), and a review of 

research findings (MM4P, 2017). According to these insights, digital financial services have grown 

significantly in Senegal since the introduction of e-money regulation in 2006. Mobile network 

operators (MNO), with Orange being the leading provider, dominate the market with their mobile 

money services available through a mobile wallet accessible from mobile phones (BCEAO, 2016). The 

subsidiaries of the Orange group hold 35.7% of all the accounts registered in the West African 

Banking Union, and 50.68% of the total number of active accounts. Given the predominance of 

Orange in Senegal where competition from other MNOs is less tough than in Côte d’Ivoire for 

example, the group’s market share is overwhelming.  

Perhaps the most poignant characteristic of the digital financial services market in Senegal is 

that it has been led by a payment market dominated by person-to-person (P2P) transfer services. 

Indeed, the mobile money offering is currently dominated by first-generation products, such as 

deposit and withdrawal transactions, and national and cross-border person-to-person transfers 

(BCEAO, 2016; Helix, 2016). In this respect, Senegal is fundamentally a payments market, where the 

P2P transfer service is the main product. Indeed, currently the most successful money transfer 

product is offered by Wari who popularized it in 2007 and pushed other market players to develop 

competing transfer offers. In 2014, 44% of adults who received domestic remittances did so through 

an over the counter (OTC) money transfer service, compared to only 10% who received them on 

mobile money accounts. Similarly, 58% of those who send domestic funds do so through a money 

transfer operator against 12% who do so by mobile money (Findex, 2017). Since then, however, the 

share of adults receiving remittances through mobile phones have increased dramatically to 67%, 

while the share of remittances received through OTC services fell from 58% to 38% (Findex, 2017). 

This data provides a picture in which mobile money transactions are progressively competing with 

OTC services in Senegal. 

4.5. Conclusion 

The historical and contemporary context of Senegal presents a nation in which young men 

have few economic opportunities at hand, and for some, are weighed down by a caste system. The 

caste system plays an important role in society and may determine the social outcomes for young 

men, particularly those from lower castes. Indeed, including caste in any consideration of adulthood 

and youth in Senegal is a key aspect of the research as much of the dynamics being researched may 
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be a product of this social hierarchical stratification. Along with caste, the historical account of Islam 

and its integration as the main and most widespread religion in Senegal is a facet that cannot be 

understated when exploring the behaviours and practices of young men in Dakar and St Louis. The 

connection to “hard-work” in the social consciousness of young men through the Murides faith is 

particularly key in understanding the pressure to gain employment in Senegal.  

The situation regarding young people’s economic opportunities is challenging. Indeed, the 

SAPS along with population pressures and the dismantling of important textile and ground peanut 

industries in Senegal in the last several decades impacted job opportunities for young people 

particularly hard. The combination of this and the fact that young people form a large majority of the 

working age population mean the amount of formal employment in Senegal is nowhere near the 

demand. As a result, job shortages for young people have led to vast numbers of unemployed and 

underemployed youth in Dakar and St Louis. This in turn, has led some researchers to believe there 

to be a significant difficulty in achieving adulthood for young men. Indeed, as the opportunities to 

earn money and access dignified jobs are scarce, performances of masculinity through fashion, rap 

and sports have become an alternative way of expressing social adulthood in Senegal. Far from being 

isolated, this seems to be the case in much of Western Africa where the term “waithood”, the 

preference to wait for dignified employment, is being used across much of the ethnographic 

research literature with young people. 

In terms of the state of digital financial infrastructure in Senegal, it is possible to see a rising, 

albeit early, digital financial industry in Senegal. The most important factors from research into the 

financial offerings in Senegal is that both Dakar and St Louis, being urban and densely populated, 

reflect very high levels of awareness of formal financial institutions. The same can be said regarding 

digital financial services such as the OTC service “Wari” and the main mobile money wallet services 

“Tigo” and “Orange Money”. Notwithstanding this, both banking institutions and digital financial 

services are used by a minority in terms of preferred financial mechanisms. Most adults still prefer to 

use informal financial mechanisms in order to access credit or save money. 

Thus, while digital financial services are widespread and awareness is high, particularly in 

urban Senegal, low usage among young men suggests that access to mobile money is the not the key 

hurdle in young men becoming financially independent. As noted in the introduction, financial 

education with young men has produced few consistent results in terms of achieving higher income, 

and one must question the policy incentive to focus interventions with digital financial services if 

income is the primary concern in ‘transitioning’ to adulthood. This is a key element to note since it 

suggests that there are other important structural blockages to using mobile money in play, one 
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which is the demographic explosion entering the labour force, as well as other cultural structures 

such as waiting for employment prospects worthy of an individual’s social status.  

.  
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5. Methodology 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter will provide an overview of the research methodology used to explore young 

men’s mobile money practices and their navigation of adulthood, using a social constructionist 

epistemology. To begin, this chapter presents a review of current research approaches to the 

research topics, namely, a focus on ethnographic research on young people in Sub-Saharan African, 

mobile phones and mobile money. The review suggests research exploring social and cultural norms 

adopts an ethnographic approach using a combination of focus group interviews, semi-structured 

interviews, life history interviews and participant observation. Moreover, an ethnographic approach 

places importance on an emic understanding of the phenomena that occur during the research 

period – allowing for important flexibility in responding to changes and developments as the 

research proceeds.  

5.2. Qualitative approaches in research on mobile money and youth 

In total there are three main areas of research relating to young men’s use of mobile money: 

research into young men in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), research into young people’s use of mobile 

phones, and the nascent research into mobile money. The following sections provide a summary 

description of each of these areas of research, and which qualitative methods were most pertinent 

in exploring these. 

Researching young people in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) 

Sociological and economic research exploring young people’s strategies and navigation of 

adulthood in Sub-Saharan Africa has to-date been influenced by a “youth transitions” approach 

which seeks to understand the “social markers signalling a young person’s plural, interrelated 

transitions to adulthood” (Locke, 2012; p. 778). This approach is marked by a diversity of studies 

situated on a continuum, from those narrowly conceived as ‘life-stages’ towards more fluid 

recognition of the increasingly complex transitions young people are having to make as they face 

shifting social, economic and political circumstances. 

In seeking alternative theoretical approaches to the limiting life-stages model, I chose to 

review research exploring young people’s vital conjunctures in Sub-Saharan Africa. The research 

approach to vital conjunctures aims to capture the social and economic structures influencing young 

people’s lives, as well as future imaginaries at the conjunctural horizons. The most common 

denominator in research using vital conjunctures as a guiding epistemic and methodological 

framework is ethnography. In Langevang’s (2008) research on young people in Accra, she 
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investigated young people’s daily habits in order to shed light on their vital conjunctures. She used a 

combination of six methods (with the overarching methodological approach being ethnography): 

participant observation, group interviews, life history interviews, written diaries, and photo diaries. 

Similarly, Esson’s (2013) research based on discovering the reasons behind young men’s aspirations 

to become football stars used extensive participant observation (participating in hundreds of 

football games) and group discussions, as well as expert interviews with coaching staff. Johnson-

Hanks (2002), used primarily ethnographic methods relying heavily on group discussions and 

interviews, yet also uses secondary data on fertility rates in Cameroon to enrich the narrative on 

how childbirth is representative of a vital conjuncture. In all three, there are some significant 

synergies. Firstly, all rely on ethnographic methods, and all three use life-history or life-line 

interviews. Secondly, these studies required extensive fieldwork. The reason for this, according to 

Langevang (2008), is that “qualitative studies with young people require prolonged interaction […] 

not only to understand their life worlds, but also to build rapport and gain mutual trust” (p. 271). 

Indeed, a key component to researching youth vital conjunctures is a strong research relationship in 

which trust and confidence between the researcher and the informant is the basis on which 

information on life events, feelings towards these, and decision-making as a result of the economic 

and social structure, is derived.  

Researching mobile phones in SSA 

The research methods used to explore mobile phone practices in SSA, vary considerably 

depending on the academic discipline or purpose of the research. According to Duncombe (2012), 

research can be broadly separated into three categories: studies looking into the determinants of 

mobile phone use; research into the interrelationships between people and technology; and, 

econometric assessments of the “impact” of mobile phones in developing nations. Each approach is 

characterised by their research methods. 

Qualitative sociological and anthropological approaches tend to emphasize the social and 

cultural components in the assessment of the role of mobile phones in communities. A seminal 

example of this is Horst and Miller’s (2006) research in Jamaica. Using ethnographic methods, both 

researchers spent over a year in a rural and urban setting and found that mobile phones had an 

amplifying effect, one that both changed lives and livelihoods significantly, but that did not do so in 

ways counter to existing cultural norms. In order to collect these findings the researchers lived with 

families in the two sites, and used participant observation to the extent that they were heavily 

involved in community life. They also carried out a general household survey of 100 households and 

a general financial survey, but concluded that “the substance of [their] research consisted of 
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participant observation, and [their] evidence relates to the use and presence of the phone in 

activities ranging from religion and commerce to child rearing” (Horst et al, 2005; p. 757).  

This methodological style echoes later ethnographic investigations of mobile phone use such as 

Taylor’s (2016) discussion of mobile phone use in Vanuatu, McIntosh’s (2010) account of “the 

powers of flying language” (p. 337) in Kenya, or Archambault’s (2013) many ethnographic 

contributions to the analysis of mobile phones in communities in Mozambique. Each of the above 

studies capture the complexity of the role of mobile phones as they relate to people’s lives. In each 

of these, the methodological approach is distinctly ethnographic, and follows the collection of data 

over a prolonged amount of time. Participant observation is, again, the main method and has 

produced rich data from which analyses regarding progressive courtship patterns, politics of display, 

and gender power geometries emerge as heavily interconnected, all of which could not have been 

explored without an ethnographic approach.  

Researching mobile money 

From a qualitative perspective, there is a small albeit significant community of researchers 

who have, to date, used various ethnographic and social research methods to explore how mobile 

money enters and impacts social and kinship networks. Morawczynski’s research on mobile money 

in Kenyan communities (2009; 2010), Kusimba et al’s similar ethnographies in rural communities 

(2013; 2015), and Johnson’s (2015; 2016) research in Kenya represent some of the most widely 

referenced studies on this subject and relied heavily on qualitative methods such as semi-structured 

interviews, focus groups, and expert interviews with mobile money service providers and mobile 

money vendors. Concurrently, the Institute for Money, Technology and Financial Inclusion provided a 

stream of research on mobile money’s impact, in which various methods were used (Rea and Nelms, 

2017). Most recently, Gukurume and Mahiya (2020) investigated mobile money’s role in the making 

or unmaking of social relations in Chivi, Zimbabwe. Their main research methods used ethnography 

as a guiding principle, relying heavily on participant observation, life history interviews and informal 

conversations. They argued that participant observation was important in order to “examine mobile 

money practices in real time as they occurred and to observe some of the effects of mobile money 

services” (p. 1208). This point is interesting as the act of participant observation is usually related 

specifically to the object of research; however, one cannot participate directly in the sending or 

receiving of money by the respondent; as such, participant observation means “engaging with 

research participants while they were going about their daily activities” (p. 1208). An important 

methodological note to consider.  
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5.3. Ethnographic Research methodology and methods 

The following methods were thus selected as a result of the above research on the most 

effective methods utilised across youth and mobile money studies. 

Ethnography 

Before exploring the specific research methods used as part of the methodology in more 

depth, a discussion on the nature of ethnography is warranted to situate the research methodology 

as a whole.  

Ethnography has over the last two decades, become more popular as a research method 

across multiple fields, both academic and non-academic, because of its seemingly self-intuitive 

simplicity (Harrison, 2018). However, there are debates within academia regarding the extent to 

which the boundaries of ethnography and more broadly qualitative fieldwork should be strictly 

policed, or whether the act itself is fraught with a conceptual contradiction. To clarify what type of 

ethnography I will use, this section will provide a broad defining outline followed by the boundaries 

considered between strictly qualitative research and ethnography.  

This research follows Van Maanen’s (2011) definition of ethnography as “the study and 

representation of culture as used by particular people, in particular places, at particular times” (p. 

155). In this definition, ethnography is defined both by its aim to study the social world and as a 

method of inscription defined here by the term “representation”. The broader understanding of 

ethnography will be derived from Harrison’s (2018) recent attempt to define ethnography both in its 

practice and reporting.  

Harrisson (2018) suggests, through a thorough examination of ethnography’s sociological 

and anthropological connections as a hall-mark research methodology, that participant observation 

in all its conceptual derivations form the basis of this research approach. Indeed, the earliest 

recommendations for ethnographic investigations were structured according to several criteria such 

as; a) the amount of time spent in the field accumulating to approximately one year, b) to have a 

degree of linguistic analysis and comfortability with the target population, c) to map and identify the 

local community, and d) to understand the geographic and historical background of the locality (eg. 

Malinowski, 1922). While some of these criteria still form an important understanding of 

ethnography to this day, several anthropological directions have broadened these limitations in 

various ways.   

Foremost, Harrison (2018) suggests, is the impact the Chicago school had on urban 

sociological analysis. He suggests the Chicago school sociologists’ turn towards critiquing the limited 
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focus of ethnography on ‘primitive peoples’ and instead applying it to ‘civilized man’ was a way in 

which ethnography widened from a description of a limited community to an analysis of specific 

communities within more populated environments. In other words, a focus away from a holistic 

description of the totality of a community, to targeting members of a social network, their customs, 

social practices and beliefs. This had the impact of shifting the focus from the endeavour to 

comprehensively portray a society and instead move towards a “topic-oriented approach which 

focuses on particular aspects of social networks within what are understood to be more complex 

and globally interconnected societies” (Harrisson, 2018; p.32). Within this understanding, the focus 

is put on “cultural scenes”, as opposed to “cultural wholes”. The scene, then, is agreed to be the 

focus on the interrelated cultural output of the actors involved; the mutual definitions of the 

symbols, cultural norms and outlooks shared by the actors in a specific place. 

This research is informed by this perspective on ethnography, that is by the historical and 

cultural context of young men in Senegal. Furthermore, the study is focussed on a sub-section of 

young men in Senegal, as will be described later in the chapter. In so doing, this research explores a 

particular “scene”; a place in time and space in which young men are interacting with mobile money 

and navigating the social and cultural norms that are part of social adulthood. The community of 

young men is both global (globally interconnected through connections with global media), and yet 

very local in their experiences of social and cultural norms and practices. 

Social Constructionism 

The epistemological foundation of much social and cultural ethnography relies on the 

philosophical basis of social constructionism. This research has, likewise, used such an approach to 

inform its methodology and research methods. Indeed, social constructionism cannot be reduced to 

a simple research approach, but problematises the very nature of how knowledge and reality are 

understood. As such, the implications are both relevant to the research methods and how the 

researcher interacts with and impacts the research.  

As a central tenet of social constructionism, understanding of the world, how knowledge 

emerges, is through “social processes” – rather than existing outside of social space. As Burr (2015) 

states: “it is through the daily interactions between people in the course of social life that our 

versions of knowledge become fabricated” (p. 3). Juxtaposed to positivism, or radical empiricism, 

where there are natural categories that are defined outside of cognitive constructions, social 

constructionism argues that the interactivity is crucially important in attaching object categories to 

reality (Burr, 2015). 
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Thus, meaning - or inter-subjectivity - emerges from social action, since social action 

prefaces the creation of knowledge. In other words, an object exists in relation to a category of 

action; understanding and exploring religion from the point of view of an atheist will imbue that 

perspective with cognitive characteristics that alter the atheists’ relation to belief (Knoblauch, 2018). 

As such, our normative frameworks invariably impact on our understanding and interaction with the 

world, as will be explored further in the section on reflexivity below. 

As a researcher it is then necessary to consider the social and cultural categories one is 

studying, in order to understand how one’s own social reality may be imbued with power dynamics 

or assumptions taken for granted as ‘reality’. In the context of mobile money and young people, 

there are several cultural categories that are imbued with status elements, as seen in chapter 2 

(modernity, technological mastery, Western globalised imaginaries). The importance of utilising a 

social constructionist approach, then, is in identifying how one’s perspective is already ingrained in 

these cultural categories, and how one can identify and analyse other types of categories present. 

This is particularly important for ethnographic research, as an understanding of complex social 

processes is an evolving facet of research.  

In using this approach, the methodology is necessarily directed towards ethnographic 

methods with a focus on exploring and analysing social practices and events, through which meaning 

is created. In exploring mobile money transactions, the process of being involved in participants” 

daily routines thus becomes key to the research framework, as will be discussed below.  

Focus groups and semi-structured interviews 

In the above reviewed research, group and individual semi-structured interviews were an 

important component of the various ethnographies. This thesis similarly makes use of these 

methods to explore young men’s mobile money practices and their navigation of the social and 

cultural norms in social adulthood. The approach informing the interview structures and underlying 

process is based on Hammersley and Atkinson’s (2007) stance regarding the extent to which 

accounts are used in representation of a social reality. For Hammersley and Atkinson (2007), the 

contention lying between a fully naturalist perspective (implying narratives are actual 

representations of reality) and one which is purely ideological critique (in which narratives need be 

deconstructed for meaning to emerge) is one which need not be dichotomous. Instead, it is possible 

to reconcile the notion that participants’ accounts may be understood in what they tell the 

researcher regarding the phenomena to which they refer, as well as be analysed in terms of 

perspectives they imply and the psychosocial dynamics which transpire from these. Moreover, they 

suggest, it is considered good practice to analyse certain interviews in order to begin to understand 
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the strategies participants use so as to enlighten the extent to which these are produced from 

cultures or sub-cultures to which they belong, and so facilitate subsequent interviews (Hammesley 

and Atkinson, 2007). 

As regards the interviews, the approach was semi-structured. There are several reasons for 

which a semi-structured interview is preferable in the present research. The first is, due to the 

ethnographic and long-term scope of the research, highly structured and formal interviews would 

reinforce a sense of separation between the researcher and the participant, thereby cementing the 

binary roles entailed (O’Reilley, 2012). This is precisely the opposite of the goal of ethnography, 

whereby the ethnographer pursues genuine relationships which reinforce trust and confidence 

rather than instrumentality (O’Reilly, 2012). Another reason to use semi-structured interview 

formats is to allow, in the interpretive tradition, for participants to navigate intersubjectivities, 

express contradictory statements, meander from one topic to the other in order to capture and 

interpret this, and ultimately attempt to locate and identify narratives within wider cultures or 

structures (Davidson and Layder, 1994). Indeed, one must recognize that interviews will often lead 

to superficial answers, particularly when limiting the scope of conversation to the subject matter.  

It must be noted here that there exist some contentions in scholarship regarding the extent 

to which research methodologies which rely heavily on interviews may be claimed to be 

ethnographic. Since this research will be using interviews extensively, it is an important point to 

consider. To answer this, Heyl (2001) suggests that the main distinction for ethnographic interviews 

lies in the fact that interviews are held with people with whom considerable time has been spent, 

and relationships of confidence and trust established. In other words, ethnographic interviewing is 

not based on random or purposeful sampling, but is premised upon the formation of close bonds 

with the respondents. Thus, O’Reilly (2012) suggests, interviews may contribute to the deepening of 

those bonds and enhance an ethnography by organising time to comfortably “chat” and build 

relationships (p. 127).  

Life history interviews 

As a complement to semi and unstructured interviews held with young people, I used life-

history interviews. As mentioned above, life history interviews have had a powerful role in research 

into young people’s complex trajectories towards adulthood (Hollan, 2008; Heil, 2009, in Matthews 

and Izquierdo, 2008). Indeed, life history interview methods aim to illuminate the subjective 

experiences, memories and narratives constructed by participants to shed light on how social 

processes emerge over time to produce particular notions of the present (McLeod and Thomson, 
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2009; Plumber, 2001). As such, life histories aim to represent the past not as distinct categories, but 

as integrally connected to the present.  

In the context of the present research, life history interviews contribute significantly to an 

analysis of the relationship between young men and mobile money use over time. Indeed, as has 

been documented by Locke and Lintelo (2012), young Zambians constantly and reflexively construct 

their circumstances in relation to both their future aspirations and their previous deprivations. As 

Locke and Lintelo (2012) note; “contemporary (and past) lack of money and decent work was a 

problem for many of these young people, they expressed the illbeing that arose from this in complex 

ways that connected their experiences so far and their hopes for the future” (p. 786). Thus, most 

young people’s constructions of their future are underpinned by their own analyses of the structural 

barriers that face them, many of them linked to their monetary circumstances. Life history methods 

have the unique capacity to document these, by looking at people’s experiences through the ways 

participants actively construct these into narratives. These narratives do not need to be factually 

true or false, but instead should be explored analytically by looking into what “truths” they contain 

(Portelli, 1999). As such, life history analysis in this case will not be seeking to analyse the inner 

validity of the narratives, but rather to explore them on the bases of their uses, functions, and the 

role they play in personal and cultural life (Atkinson, Coffey and Delamont, 2001).  

Participant observation 

As discussed, participant observation with mobile money is difficult to achieve, since the 

ability to see and actively take part in digital financial transactions is limited. However, as suggested 

in the above studies, participant observation represents a focus on the totality of the experiences of 

the informants; particularly in ethnographic research. Rather than participating in specific situations 

only; it is crucial to participate in a range of social and cultural experiences. This included a wide 

array of social and religious events that would later contribute significantly to analyses informing 

youth vital conjunctures, and more broadly exchange practices both digital and in-kind. 

Qualitative financial diaries 

In addition to the above methods, an exploratory tool that was considered at the outset was 

in the form of a financial diaries study. Brought to popularity mainly by Collins et al (2009), financial 

diaries aim to discover the minutiae of everyday transactions and financial exchanges of people 

living in poverty. The research method has brought many interesting insights from the discovery of 

people’s wide and varied savings patterns to the insecurities resulting from precarious income flows. 

Having said that, financial diaries represent a method for identifying transactions which, while 

interesting, tend to take the categories of analysis - income, expenditure, savings, investment and so 
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on as reified categories and does not seek to contextualise these more systematically and 

interpretively into the context of existing exchange systems which operate in a wider cultural 

context. As such, complementing ethnographic methods with a financial diaries tool was considered 

as a means of expanding this understanding. 

5.4. Research process, reflection and analytical framework 

Summary of the research activities 

Over the course of twelve months, the research was conducted across two locations; St 

Louis and Dakar, Senegal. Research began in St Louis in October 2017, and lasted for six months 

before spending three months in Dakar. A final three-month research period in St Louis was 

conducted before the end of the field work. In St Louis, six focus groups were conducted. In total, 

ten interviews were recorded and translated from Wolof to French, while another 20 were recorded 

and transcribed in French. 32 semi-structured interviews were recorded through notes. A journal 

entry method was used throughout the research to document observations during participant 

observations and informal discussions with respondents. Five life history interviews were conducted 

with the main respondents in St Louis and Dakar and two qualitative financial diaries were 

conducted in St Louis. 

In order to integrate myself into the research spaces and research relationships, I spent one 

month intensively learning Wolof which provided me with a good basic understanding of the 

language. This was also useful when working with a research assistant, a sociology PhD student with 

interview experience who conducted the 10 Wolof interviews noted above, as I was able to 

understand the directions of the interviews and was able to interject when necessary. Since 

Senegal’s national language is French, and I am a French speaker, I was able to conduct most of the 

interviews and conversations with informants in the local vernacular – which was both French and 

Wolof spoken together.  

Location selection 

Several locations were considered before choosing St Louis as the main research location. As 

the fifth most populated city in Senegal, the goal was to choose a city that was urbanised and had 

levels of wealth that would ensure a small but significant level of mobile money use. The aim was to 

explore mobile money; hoping to capture the experience of young men using mobile money for the 

first time, and exploring how the service played a role in their lives over twelve months. At the time, 

the country average for mobile money use among the adult population (15 and older) was 6% 

(Findex, 2017), and as such choosing a less affluent and more remote location would have provided 

challenges in finding respondents using mobile money services. Ultimately, St Louis, exhibited 
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geographical characteristics that were conducive to easy access across its three main areas, and 

within these areas varying cultures and religious affiliations provided a wealth of opportunities for 

exploring various youth groups and their financial practices.  

At first, I resided in a district named the “Corniche”, where I met most of my early 

respondents and learned more about St Louis’ various districts and explored the cultural and ethnic 

variations in the city. The district itself self-defined as middle class; while the streets were not paved, 

each house had dividing walls, electricity and many had access to the internet. Across the street to 

the south, however, the density of the urban population was much higher, and according to 

respondents, a much higher percentage of poor people resided there. As such, the young men on 

the street were usually a mix from both these residential neighbourhoods. 

Eventually, I chose to live with a Wolof family in the Nord district; an ex-colonial district 

north of the first island. The location was ideally placed between the mainland where some of my 

main respondent groups lived, and was close by to the Langue de Barbarie, or Guetn’dar; the 

outermost island where the most impoverished people in St Louis lived. These comprised mostly of 

people making a living on fishing related activities, and where I routinely met with another group of 

respondents. 

Six months after arriving in St Louis and having confirmed my main informants, I left to live 

in Dakar for three months in order to explore financial ties through mobile money across kinship 

connections as well as the experiences of my informants who had left to Dakar in order to access 

employment opportunities. Finding accommodation in Dakar was less easily organised and carried 

with it security risks. At first, the intention was to reside with Cherif, one of my main participants, in 

the northern district in Dakar. However, given the lack of space and the insecurity in the area, Cherif 

was uncomfortable with the idea. Furthermore, given that I was attempting to meet with several 

respondents in Dakar, each in their own district, transport ties would have made the location 

unviable. As such, during my time in Dakar I opted to rent a space in a central location easily 

connected to my main respondents. 

Choosing a family  

I lived with two families during the course of the research. The first was in St Louis, and was 

in the neighbourhood of the Corniche. This particular family included a local Senegalese man, 

Amadou, in his mid-thirties, and his French partner. Through their connections and contacts, I was 

introduced to the other families in the neighbourhood. Additionally, through living in close proximity 

with Amadou, I was helpfully introduced to local Wolof cultural concepts and also learned important 

lessons regarding decorum and behaviours. For example, introductory greetings are an essential 
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element to verbal communication in Wolof. One needs to express the necessary formal 

introductions on the first meeting, and Amadou enabled me to become comfortable with these 

various greetings. 

The second family was found through both opportunistic and purposeful connections made 

from my time living in the Corniche. Indeed, one of the young respondents mentioned that his 

mother had a free room where she had housed a volunteer of a local NGO. The family was less 

wealthy and spoke mainly Wolof. I saw this as an opportunity to gain an even deeper insight into the 

culture, and deepen my connection to my respondents with whom I had established a strong bond. 

Over the course of the research, I lived in this residence for 8 months and became very close to the 

wider family. Eventually, I chose the brother of the informant to carry out a life history interview, 

and was able to engage with him further in Dakar.  

Focus groups 

I organised early focus groups from opportunistic contacts with neighbours with the aim to 

cement an understanding of local cultural concepts related to mobile money. The focus groups were 

loosely organised based on age and gender. In all, six focus groups were conducted; three male and 

three female groups. The duration of these focus groups lasted between thirty minutes to an hour 

and were held in a room at a local community centre. They were recorded on a recording device and 

subsequently transferred to an encrypted digital folder. The location itself was chosen so as to 

provide a ‘neutral’ space where participants would be comfortable to express themselves away from 

neighbours.  

Each group had a spread of ages within it, between 18 and 36. The division by gender was 

purposeful, informed by Morawczynski’s (2010) notes in which she notes that much key information 

around mobile money practices does not emerge in mixed gender groups. The age of 18 as the lower 

limit of participant selection for focus groups was made primarily as a matter of ethical deliberation 

which is described further on in the chapter.  

Participant observation 

Thanks to the focus groups I was able to identify several participants with whom I 

established strong communication ties and could further deepen a level of trust and rapport. I began 

to engage in daily activities with several young men belonging to the neighbourhood in the Corniche. 

These young men were, at the time, unemployed and living with their parents. As such, my access to 

them was unimpeded as they were rarely engaged in activities that were outside the scope of my 

engagement. Indeed, activities that I engaged in during this time were widespread and depended on 

the respondent. They would range from spending time on the street corners, waiting for 
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opportunities to earn money which was, for many young men, a daily reality. As such, much of my 

early focus was documenting and understanding the social dynamics of young men’s unemployment 

in the Corniche. 

Eventually, through my early respondents I began to meet with other youth groups in St 

Louis. By youth group I mean groups of young people that defined themselves by different criteria 

than the young people I had been observing to date. The various young men I observed are defined 

in detail in chapter 6. Again, the activities I engaged in were varied; and consisted of participating in 

their daily lives – establishing rapport and trust, and allowing myself to become attuned to the 

nuanced social and cultural norms that governed these various social spaces. 

Eventually, I found several specific spaces to be the most useful; a barbershop, a street in 

the Corniche and a small beach hut on the coast of the langue de Barbarie. Each of these 

represented spaces of greater sociality; locations that provided both a sense of comfort to the young 

men I was engaging with and a space within which transactions frequently occurred. A substantial 

amount of my time was, as a result, spent in these spaces. 

I eventually found that the spaces where transactional dynamics were at their most 

heightened was during social and religious ceremonies. During these times, the transactions held a 

metonymic presence; the social ranking and status elements would be visually and verbally 

communicated through various social cues – introductory statements, presentations of gifts, and the 

public adulation of certain individuals. During these moments, which are described in the empirical 

chapters, I was always accompanied by one of my main informants who would provide real-time 

translations or updates on the events taking place. While these moments did not necessarily provide 

insights into the use of mobile money, what was important to notice was the role of digital financial 

transactions and the role of cash during these important social moments. Indeed, the study of 

mobile money in society, I came to realise, was not to be studied in isolation, but rather in relation 

to all other modes and types of transactions in order to fully explore what conditions and criteria are 

used in selecting this method of payment rather than others. 

Qualitative Financial diaries 

In constructing the qualitative financial diaries, the thought was to provide a journal of 

expenditures and income for several participants. Specifically, the idea of the journal was that it 

comprised of entry slots whereby each expenditure or income could be documented by the 

participant. Each entry contained information markers such as the sender or the receiver of 

payments, reasons for payments or information on the purchase, and, amounts in the transaction. 

The limited amount of information in these transactions was deliberate as the journals were 
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designed to act as an aid to conversations about the transactions. As a result of these discussions, I 

could have a better understanding of the type and frequency of transactions they were engaged in – 

and when, why and how mobile money transactions were made. 

The qualitative financial diaries were implemented for four weeks in total with two 

participants before I decided not to continue with this research method. Ultimately, while some 

interesting data emerged, the method and the amount of data from the transactions were not 

sufficient to warrant such an approach. Firstly, there were very few transactions which involved very 

little money. Since I had already been aware of these through participant observation, the data 

provided only a very small glimpse into personal money management strategies which was not a 

main concern of the study. Secondly, I was relying on our nascent relationship to incentivize the 

participants in the diaries to keep filling out their journals.  But it was a burden for them which was 

then reflected onto the relationship between the researcher and respondent, potentially harming 

the trust and rapport built over months. Thirdly, as I will discuss in my reflection, there is an 

important difference between observing monetary transactions and discussing them. Discussions 

around money is often reviewed and narratives shifted to express a different version of the events 

involved. As such, observing transactions was often a much better method to understand 

transactional dynamics. As a result, I decided to end the qualitative diaries before more damage 

could be done on the research relationship with the participants. 

Life history interviews 

Life history interviews were conducted six months into the research with participants with 

whom I had established a particularly strong rapport. In total I conducted 5 life history interviews; 

each interview was conducted over several days and were only conducted when the time and space 

provided for a safe and secure means of conversing. Three of these interviews were conducted in St 

Louis and two in Dakar. The life history method was important in understanding in a concerted way 

the impact and role of mobile money in my informants’ lives. I was initially concerned about 

revisiting many of the topics I had previously discussed with them, making the exercise a repetitive 

one. However, in adding an element of chronological time, life history interviews allowed both the 

researcher and the interviewee to begin a process of joint analysis; understanding when, where and 

the extent to which digital financial services played a role in people’s lives was illuminating to both 

parties. Indeed, often the extent to which the use of mobile money is influenced by certain external 

factors is not recognised immediately until it is framed in memory. 
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The discussion of monetary practices in Wolof cultural dialogue 

In one of the first FGDs, after a moment of silence following a question on the amount of 

money usually transacted in a day, a young participant expressed the sentiment of the group when 

she told me: “you know here we do not speak of those things… those things we don’t speak with 

others about”. 

This was the first of many similar statements, particularly in the early months. Inquiring into 

monetary practices was not a culturally acceptable practice; it was a deeply personal and sometimes 

spiritual topic. While adverbs and allusions to money were prolific - indeed, the most common 

greeting being: lekk sa xalis? or, “are you eating your money?”, exploring people’s monetary 

transactions was, particularly with young people, a sensitive topic that reflected not only on 

themselves but more importantly on their families and their backgrounds or castes. Firstly, being 

young meant being dependent on one’s kinship networks. As a result, many aspects of monetary 

consideration – such as rent – were outside of their scope, particularly given many had no source of 

outside income. Discussions relating to money were thus often related to the amount their families 

were able to provide them with rather than reflections of their personal money management 

practices. As such, in order to present a respectable and stable social status, discussions of their own 

money was usually not a discussion they were keen to engage with, particularly with an outsider. 

The second factor, that of historical background, is grounded in the caste system. Discussion of 

money with a group of people who are from different castes, can reflect complicated assertions and 

social stigma relating to these castes. The social and cultural values linked to caste can be in conflict 

with the present wealth of the participants and therefore, group discussions relating to money can 

be a risky topic to engage in.  

As a result, my exploration of monetary issues was progressively directed towards individual 

semi-structured and casual conversations. Individual interviews, conducted away from others, were 

the most fruitful at the start of the research, with rich data emerging on the nature of young 

people’s assertions and perspectives of mobile money. What ultimately became evident was the 

significant differences in narratives that arose between group discussions and participant 

observation of a monetary exchange, and the approach to remembering transactions in individual 

interviews. Each of these provided a very different perspective on mobile money. Due to the nature 

of my research, I was often surrounded by several young people at a time. When one of them would 

receive a mobile money transfer, the response was often one of surreptitiousness. Indeed, among 

young unemployed men, receiving a mobile money transfer could alert the others of the change in 

finance and invite demands for the purchase of tea, coffee or sandwiches to the rest of the group, at 

the very least. At the other extreme, it could invite feelings of jealousy that could taint their 
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relationship. Mentioning mobile money in groups discussions, however, would often produce the 

same reaction; depending on the group the person with the superior social status, often determined 

based on income, age, or caste, would feel the most comfortable in discussing those matters. 

Eventually, much of the narrative would be centred around religious parables. Specifically, when one 

of my main informant groups had an outsider, the discussion would return to religious convention; 

that Allah determined the value and wealth of people and that hard work was important, not the 

size of one’s wallet (reflecting the Murides work ethic philosophy described previously). In individual 

interviews, however, the other side of mobile money emerged; one that was personal and intimate 

and unafraid of speaking of the difficulty in managing money when the entitlement to one’s funds as 

a young person is widespread and continuous. This is referring to those young people who had 

access to savings, as the vast majority did not have funds to manage in the first place.  

These interesting perspectives in the appreciation of mobile money suggests the need to 

understand mobile money transactions, and more broadly monetary transactions, from multiple 

perspectives. Rather than limiting data collection to individual interviews, it is necessary to 

understand how transactions occur during ceremonies; when people are in groups; and how groups 

of young people perceive them and how intimate personal perspectives are actually framed.  

Shifting the focus to young men  

During the first four months of the research, the focus was on exploring the mobile money 

use of young people; including young men and young women in focus groups and interviews. From 

the start, engaging with young women proved to be more difficult than with men; there was some 

discomfort around my inviting them to a small office I had asked to use from a local NGO in St Louis. 

Although I was thorough in explaining the purpose of the research, there was a difficulty in 

establishing a working research relationship. After several rounds of focus groups, I sought to 

perform individual interviews with several of the young women. Organising these interviews was 

challenging, the mother would often be present thereby limiting the conversations to topics that 

were deemed appropriate by local cultural norms. Several of the older participants met with me 

without the prior accord of their parents or guardians, but these meetings were always fraught with 

a reputational risk for the participants. It became clear that speaking with them in the open, or to be 

seen walking and entering my household, was tied with potentially negative social consequences. As 

a result, my interviews with young women provided little data and I chose to discontinue interviews 

with young women in order to focus on the young men with which I had increasingly strong research 

relationships.  
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Analysis 

The analysis of the empirical data was thematically driven and in order to draw some of the 

overarching patterns that emerged from the field notes and interviews (LeCompte and Schensul, 

2012). No linguistic coding was used, rather, pursuant to a social constructionist and ethnographic 

approach, analysis was placed on the constructed meanings drawn from the interactions of 

participants and the researcher as well as, and importantly, the social processes involved in 

transactions from one space to another. Indeed, the analytical structure common to ethnographic 

data analysis used a mix of participant observation, journal notes and interviews over a 12-month 

period (Taylor, 2001). The process of analysis thus involved the triangulation of all data sources to 

uncover relevant themes. These themes, however, were not ‘imbedded’ in the data; in as much as 

uncovering themes requires both the prevalence of certain concepts and the researcher’s active role 

in identifying them. As a result, the themes emerged at the intersection of the empirical data and 

the research questions guiding the research, the theoretical framework, and the epistemological 

approach (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 

As for what constitutes a ‘theme’, the research informed itself from Braun and Clarke’s 

(2006) article on qualitative thematic analysis. In their discussion, they suggest no particular “hard 

and fast” answer providing the conceptual boundaries of what is acceptable as a theme (p. 82). 

Rather, themes should have a basic prevalence in the data, and provide a way in which patterns of 

behaviours and practices can be identified. Another critical element of a theme is, what Braun and 

Clarke (2006) term, the ‘keyness of a theme’ (p. 82). They suggest that identifying key themes can be 

organised according to an analytical question that drives the research structures. Indeed, the 

thematic analysis for chapter 6 of this thesis is guided by the research question of identifying and 

understanding young men’s exchanges in Senegal. This in turn, provided an analytical framework in 

which several groups were identified and the themes were related to identifiable exchange 

practices. Within this chapter, the multitude of exchange practices were thematically organised in a 

way that grouped practices according to social groups; in contrast to chapter 8, in which a larger 

theme was identified – one which was prevalent in many of the discussions with the informants – 

and subsequently dissected into sub-themes. Chapter 8 was thus inductively organised, in which the 

data itself, rather than the theoretical commitment or original research questions, guided the 

analysis. A further key element to note is the role of identifying agency and structures within the 

analysis. The identification of these were likewise thematically analysed according to the prevalence 

of notes and narrative responses of the participants.  

Chapter 7, in contrast to the other two empirical chapters, uses life history interviews in 

order to faithfully represent the twisting complexities and non-linear nature of reaching adulthood 
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in Senegal. This was particularly important to do, as traditional ‘life-stage’ analysis, in which events 

are thematically grouped and categorized, offers static snapshots based loosely on prescriptive 

categories of youth (Blackmore, 2016). To go beyond this static analysis, I utilise a thematic analysis 

structure along with the two stories; in which theoretical development and empirical data flow 

together as both narrative and conceptual reflections feed into the construction of theory and the 

participants’ identity. These two narratives were chosen over the other three as they also captured 

the experiences of the other young men in Senegal which point toward shared moments and choices 

in life trajectories. In so doing, I base this chapter's analytic structure on Langevang’s (2008) analysis 

of vital conjunctures among youth in Ghana in which they provide a re-telling of three stories 

alongside ‘the kinds of reflections such periods involve and the way they evoke positional changes 

and induce changes in the futures that young people see in front of them’ (p. 2039).  

My analysis was further supported by my consultancy with the UNDP and MicroSave. Both 

of these consultancies were taken on after the field-work for this research was finalised. The first 

consultancy focussed on providing an abbreviated version of my empirical findings to the UNDP, 

which provided the opportunity to cement the themes analysed in the empirical data. The second 

was research commissioned by UNCDF to explore pathways to adopting digital financial services in 

Senegal. The findings from the project, which was a mixed method qualitative and quantitative and 

multi-spatial research approach, explored perceptions and use of both mobile money services and 

P2P services across a broad section of the Senegalese demographic. The findings proved useful in 

triangulating certain monetary exchange parameters and the social and cultural norms imbued in 

exchange practices. This experience of triangulation through an alternative set of methods and 

enquiry gives additional validity to the findings of my own ethnographic research. 

5.5. Reflexivity 

Since the postmodern movement which questioned the foundation of naturalism, reflexivity 

has become an incontrovertible and central aspect of ethnographic research. While a positivist 

research agenda may use a host of statistical procedures and methodological treatments to reduce 

potential bias in results, for qualitative research such as ethnography, reflexivity is the “best 

prescription for enhancing interpretive validity” (Whitehead, 2004 p. 21). 

Toubab in St Louis 

The prevalence of white tourists, called “toubabs” in Wolof, in St Louis was at times a 

difficult factor for research. While the amount of tourism, at the time, was almost negligible as a 

white young man with a French accent from France – I was often considered a tourist by people in 

the street. So the first several months went by and, even though my relationship to my main 
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informants was growing stronger, there was still some discomfort they experienced during our 

interviews and general time together in the streets. Indeed, while some spaces, such as the 

barbershop or the hut in Guet’nDar were generally closed enough to allow for relaxed discussion; “la 

rue a des yeux tout le temps” (“the road has eyes all the time”). Originally, the thought occurred that 

I needed to meet the neighbours in order to be known that I was not there as a tourist, but instead 

was looking to understand young people and how they used mobile money. While this meant I knew 

the neighbours by name and they knew me, I still did not feel a level of comfort with the participants 

I thought was necessary for the research. Ultimately, I found that I needed to be intimately linked to 

one of the families, in order to be placed within a social network. This was made particularly clear by 

my housemate and informant Balla who told me one day that the word for tourists is the same as 

the word for orphans. Neither of them had any ties. 

Placing myself firmly among Balla’s family meant that I was given an identity; I was now, 

virtually an adopted son – and my communication with those of the neighbourhood took a different 

turn. They would ask me about the head of the household, Mam Djor’s, business, about her sisters 

and her daughters. While much of this was innocuous, there were also more problematic aspects. 

The uncle that lived in the household was prone to taking part in illicit activities – and more than 

once I was told I needed to take a stance in heated discussions regarding his “corruption” in the 

neighbourhood. This had some impact on whom I was able to contact, as certain families stayed 

away from Mam Djor’s household, while others were closer friends. Ethnography being about these 

social complexities, the political dimension of living in the neighbourhood did not corrupt the data, 

rather; it enriched it by allowing the interrelationships to provide insights into how young men 

themselves navigated these urban spaces.  

Ultimately, however, my role as both an “adopted” son of Mam Djor never completely 

detracted from my white, male identity. It would always take some time before individuals could 

become comfortable around me, enough to be able to speak to me freely; and for many participants 

this never completely happened. Indeed, during several instances in meeting Balla and Abdou’s 

cousins or distant friends (two of the main young informants in the research), conversations would 

repeatedly centre on “lucrative opportunities”. By virtue of my whiteness, I was often seen as a 

wealthy person. Additionally, as they were aware I was studying for a PhD, I was considered to be 

ambitious. As a result of these factors, I was often asked to join or take part in business propositions. 

Other times, it became clear that individuals around us were inflating their own success in order to 

appear in better positions to engage with me in business deals. The result of this was twofold. The 

first is that I occasionally became a little distant; after being hassled to take part in numerous 

business dealings, I occasionally noticed my patience wearing thin and would retreat from these 
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conversations. The second, is that I further narrowed my informants in order to truly deepen and 

solidify the trust and connection we shared. As a result, some potential avenues of discussion and 

research might have been closed at the cost of deepening the relationship with a few of the 

informants. 

Money and friends 

Prior to my arrival in Senegal, I had prepared extensively by exploring literature on the socio-

cultural and historic landscape of Senegal. As described in the context chapter, Senegalese youth 

have limited economic opportunities at present; partly from the limited employment possibilities as 

a result of the demographic explosion of youth, and partly because the formal employment sector 

isn’t growing significantly year on year. At the same time, the culture of teranga is mentioned 

purposefully in many of the descriptions of the Wolof people – meaning, the ability to welcome. 

Thus, I was aware that there would be contradictions in my approach; I would be met with kindness 

and warmth, but would also be seen as a potentially lucrative person to know. Consequently, 

discussions surrounding the payment of informants and participants was one which I was fixated on. 

To what extent should I be remunerating for lost time or lost business without marking myself as the 

source of occasional wealth in the community – a marker which I considered potentially disruptive 

to the naturalistic approach of ethnography. This research approach produced a certain reticence to 

remunerating with cash and instead, using in-kind remuneration such as calling credit for 

participation in focus groups or semi-formal interviews.  

While I believe that approach was still valid for the early research, it was ultimately 

misguided for one important reason; that I thought of cash or money as ultimately corrosive in the 

relationships that I was building. Much in the same way that money in Western societies (eg. Zelizer, 

1989) is considered potentially toxic to relationships, my own view was that money could seriously 

corrode and bias the research relationships into dishonest, materially oriented connections. Further 

into my research, however, it became clear that money was not the “corrosive” element I had 

previously considered it to be. Rather, the exchange of money was often a kind way of expressing 

thanks, or reinforcing or even creating certain connections. For many young people, the act of 

receiving or gifting money was a way in which they would assert their status and identity relative to 

others (as will be explored in the empirical chapters). In my refusal to take part in the exchange of 

money, I was essentially refusing to become part of the interconnections and social and kinship 

networks that had begun to accept me.  

In one particular example, I had come back to St Louis from Dakar, where I had followed a 

young man from a family in the same neighbourhood. Visiting the young man’s mother in the Nord, I 



 

83 
 

paid my respects with the formal greetings and sat next to her to express the due respect. She then 

held out her hand and asked me where “it” was. I knew she was alluding to money, but I thought it 

better not provide any along my previously mentioned convictions. Only later was I made aware that 

this gesture was based on trust and closeness. She had extended her own connection to me by 

asking me what she would ask of her sons: a type of monetary tribute.  

Following from this moment I began to pay closer attention to the exchange of money in the 

forming and sustaining of connections. Through this view, it became clear that I needed to be 

providing ‘gifts’ to certain key people in social and kinship networks, based on my own position 

within them. While it took some time before I was able to properly identify which connections I 

should invest in – my participation in the exchange of money was invaluable in understanding how 

young people navigated these various exchanges and how their status was invariably played within 

them.  

5.6. Ethical considerations 

Given the nature of the study there are several areas of significance to consider in terms of 

respecting research ethics. The first and foremost is a consideration of young people in research in 

developing countries. A possible point of ethical and theoretical contention is the extent to which it 

is possible to determine the age of the participants given that much of ethnography is naturalistic 

and, consequently, would not benefit from inquiring into the ages of people involved in casual 

conversations. Moreover, given that the theoretical orientation of this thesis considers adulthood as 

fluid and socially defined, considering the age of 18 as the boundary for participation in the research 

is contradictory. In particular, ethical guidelines suggest that in dealing with young people under the 

age of 18 researchers must obtain the consent of the parents of the young person as well as the 

person themselves (Iphofen, 2011; ASA, 2016). It is further noted that, in certain cases the parents 

may be present during the interview if they so desire. As a result, at the outset I sought and received 

formal ethical approval through the ethical procedures of the Department of Social and Policy 

Sciences to engage with participants over the age of 18. In practice, the method to determine age 

was often determined according to the situation and context. Ultimately, an ethnographic approach 

does not limit the extent to which the researcher converses with social actors in a given space 

(Robben and Sluka, 2012). However, over time it is possible to discern the age groups that are 

appropriate for study as they tended to group together. As to the question of defining who is 

considered young and who is an adult, these reflections needed to be made in situ, according to the 

relational social relationships of each individual. 
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A further aspect is that of written consent. Again, from the point of view of ethnography and 

since In developing countries, and particularly in poor rural areas, it may be that some young people 

may not be literate. In this case, getting young people to sign consent forms may not be appropriate. 

Providing consent forms has also been noted to be harmful to ethnographic research as these may 

be associated to governmental activities, which can be perceived in a negative light (Li, 2008). 

Indeed, in the ethics of ethnography where the interactions are based on naturalistic field methods, 

participant observation does not lend itself to securing written consent forms for engagement in the 

study. Often, the research itself is covert in that the research purposes are not outwardly discussed – 

an area of contention in academia (Dingwall, 1980; Bulmer 1980). Nonetheless, recent discussions 

surrounding consent centre on the sensitivity of the research in decisions on whether consent is 

indeed necessary in covert and overt ethnographic research (Avery, 2019). The nature of whether a 

piece of research is sensitive is then found in whether the research deals with individuals who have 

experienced trauma and/or are in situations of risk (Li, 2008). Since the subject of research of this 

thesis does not deal with subjects that might be conceptualised as traumatic or involving risk, the 

ethical approach used was to overtly describe my research intentions with the main informants, 

while only overtly stating my research intentions in casual conversations if I was asked about it. 

A further ethical consideration with young people centres on refraining from negatively 

impacting the ability of the participants to continue in their daily income generating activities (if 

indeed they are engaged in them), or, by remunerating the money lost in participating in the 

research (Okoli, 2014). In the case of this research, the majority of the young men I was interviewing 

and observing were either unemployed, or were in spaces where their work was not impeded by my 

presence. For example, one of my informants worked in a barber shop where young men would 

routinely get their hair cut. My presence in the barbershop became a novelty for some, and 

according to my informant, provided more customers than usual. Another group of young men were 

called teka-tout-deal and ran a beach front café. My presence there was likewise never considered a 

hindrance as the informants would go about their duties as they usually would. Indeed, there would 

often be several other unemployed young men at the café which provided an opportunity to further 

participant observations. 

In terms of data collection and storage, I informed myself of the latest ethical guidelines and 

duly kept the interview data in encrypted files on my hard-drive, and changed the names of the 

individuals involved to pseudonyms in the empirical chapters in order to ensure anonymity (Iphofen, 

2011; ASA, 2011).  
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5.7. Conclusion  

The methodology for this research uses a social constructionist epistemology and uses a 

mixed methods and multi-spatial approach, using a combination of focus groups, casual and semi-

structured interviews, life-history interviews, participant observation and qualitative financial 

diaries. Ultimately, the research relied heavily on participant observation, choosing to invest deeply 

in relationships with a limited number of informants to gain an in-depth view of the social and 

cultural landscape in which young people live. This approach allowed for the research to gain 

insights not solely in triangulating interviews with events, but to understand meaning behind these 

events and the way in which young people navigated their complex intersubjectivities within them. 

The research lasted a total of 12 months, and was further enrichened by two subsequent 

consultancies which reinforced and legitimized many of the findings. During the research, I began 

with several focus group interviews to situate some of the key concepts in the local socio-cultural 

framework in an attempt to begin identifying key meaningful concepts shared among youth in St 

Louis. Eventually, I used an ethnographically informed participant observation to gather the majority 

of the data, spending a considerable amount of time among three groups of young people in St 

Louis. The deepest connections I made provided me with the opportunity to travel to Dakar and 

spend three months there to explore some of these young men’s experiences as they moved from St 

Louis to Dakar. Overall, I found the most useful way to explore the meaning of mobile money by 

triangulating data between individual interviews and participant observation. On the other, the 

qualitative financial diaries method was discontinued, as it negatively affected the close bonds I had 

made with the main informants. Indeed, the diaries were regarded to be intrusive and served to 

further cement to dichotomous researcher and participant roles.   

Throughout the research process, my approach to certain subjects changed as I reflected on 

what I had learned, and the various meanings associated with the concepts I was researching. 

Primarily, my understanding of money and the way exchange played a role within and between 

individuals and communities evolved considerably during my fieldwork. I needed to consider my 

positionality as a researcher and a white man in poor areas living with a Senegalese family. Over 

time, aspects of my Westernised conception of money were made clear to me; while I had read and 

understood literature on the social nature of money, being a part of these networks challenged my 

own perspective on money and my internalised notions of the ‘corrosive’ nature of money when it is 

involved in friendships. It was only in acceptingly becoming imbued in these monetary relationships 

that I began to truly appreciate the multiple, complex ways in which money cements and transforms 

social ties. 
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The thematic analysis of the findings was informed primarily by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 

recommendations on conducting thematic analysis in qualitative research. Specifically, care was 

given on identifying what constitutes as themes and how these relate to the epistemological 

commitment and research approach. Indeed, while the methods favour an inductive research 

framework, the findings were nevertheless explored and analysed according to the basic guiding 

questions of the thesis. Ultimately, it was found that Guyer (2004) and Johnson-Hanks’ (2002) 

theoretical frameworks were well suited to providing an in-depth and multi-faceted interpretation of 

young men’s transactions as they sought to reach social adulthood.  

In all areas of the research, care was given to respect the ethical commitment made before 

conducting the fieldwork. Accordingly, all the informants in interviews and the participants in focus 

group interviews were over the age 18. I used a covert ethnographic approach, acknowledging my 

research intentions with all the closest research informants. However, in naturalistic settings during 

ceremonies or festivals, or while I was researching across various other settings, I would 

acknowledge my research intentions to those who inquired rather than announcing them directly. In 

so-doing, I followed the guidelines for ethical ethnographic research (Iphofen, 2011; ASA, 2011).  
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6. Exchange at the margins: Navigating the scales and registers of 

St Louis 

6.1. Introduction 

This chapter explores young men’s transactional exchange practices and mobile money use 

across three main areas in St Louis; the Nord, Guet N’daar, and the Corniche. This provides a 

framework around which one can situate mobile money practices, and more broadly, explore 

transactional institutions in St Louis. I use the conceptual framework of Marginal Gains by Guyer 

(2004) to explore the extent to which the concepts of repertoires, scales, and registers may be 

applied and contribute to the analysis of young men’s transactions in Senegal. Having outlined the 

considerable complexity of Guyer’s (2004) theory in chapter 3, this chapter aims to understand the 

adaptability of Marginal Gains as it relates to empirical ethnographic research.  

To do this, I explore three groups of young people in St Louis and Dakar; the takalemon, the 

teka-tout-deal, and the antiquaries – with a fourth group, the bana-bana, being explored as the 

aspirational goal of the three groups of young men cited above. These three social groups represent 

distinctions that are made across social norms, status definitions (such as caste structures), and 

cultural practices, and reflect both a self-categorisation of my informants as well as a societal view of 

their group identity. Each of these categories are not mutually exclusive; indeed, the boundaries are 

fluid enough as will be illuminated throughout the chapter. I begin with an analysis of the takalemon 

since, as a group of young people in St Louis, they are the least able to access monetary resources as 

a result of their inability to secure regular income. This group is educated at least to secondary 

schooling, and thus represents a growing majority of educated, young men not in employment, 

education or training. Thus, before understanding how mobile money plays a role in young men’s 

transactions in Senegal, this chapter will undertake to explore the young men whom, at the time of 

research (2016) were rarely, if ever, using mobile money among the currencies and transactional 

institutions they engaged with.  

The second and third group of young men I explore in this empirical chapter, the teka-tout-

deal and the antiquaries, both presented themes of mobile money use and engagement with wider, 

differentiated transactional institutions. In each case, aspects of a digital currency allowed for 

careful and deliberate identity construction. While neither of these two groups would use mobile 

money frequently, they nevertheless represented groups of young men that had access to income 

with which they strove to make ‘marginal gains’. The final group, that won’t be explored in detail in 
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this empirical chapter, are the bana-bana. The bana-bana are defined variably; a fluid concept in 

which the meaning is derived from context rather than a singular definition. Within the context of 

young men’s exchanges in Senegal the bana-bana is an aspirational figure; an adult who has 

achieved enduring respect within social and kinship networks, and who has entered into reciprocal 

relations with these and is able to provide continuous financial support.  

In exploring the varied transactions and social networks of exchange of the three groups of 

young men, the research found that each group used, what Guyer (2004) terms as, ‘value 

multiplicity’ in order to situate themselves in positions that offer the possibility of achieving 

‘marginal gains’. Using a combination of positioning and identity performances, young men 

navigated both existing social pressures and expectations, as well as the challenging economic 

context which limits their ability to access resources. While there are few examples of marginal gains 

being achieved through these creative agentic choices, the research found that young men were 

often more likely to make ‘marginal losses’; the loss of social standing as a result of the unmet 

expectations placed on young men living in the margins in society in St Louis.  

6.2. “The future of Senegal” 

I was sitting with a few young men from the neighbourhood of Nord inside Petit’s small 

room; a makeshift space made using rusted iron sheets, rugs to cover the earthen floor and, 

crucially, a small TV in the corner switched onto a Nigerian music TV channel. We would often meet 

here after Petit had shut his barbershop, and his friends would join him in his shack. Petit was a 

grand among his friendship group; he had a wife, children, a steady income, and was considered a 

reliable and admirable person in his community. Though from a poor background and an artisan 

caste, he was working hard and making money. The money he was making, however, was more than 

most of the young men in his close friendship group. With the day’s earnings Petit had bought a 

bottle of rose wine, a rare but appreciated gesture for his friends. Each in turn praised Petit and 

claimed that when they finally earned money, they would return his kindness tenfold. Ever 

energetic, Petit would dance and sing, and attempt to teach me Wolof. I’d gotten to know a few of 

the men over the previous months, and they had gotten to know me and my connections to various 

families across St Louis. As a result, we had begun to speak more frankly. Looking at Petit I asked the 

group why Petit was always so energetic, and that I’d rarely see them dancing as he did during the 

day. They answered that one had to be respectful, especially, for young people such as themselves.  

One of them elaborated that, in order to become respected, it was important be seen as 

being respectful, religious and hardworking, especially if that young man was from a lower caste – 

such as Petit. He then proceeded to mention the “true path”, a “baye-fall” religious concept 
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denoting a pure set of convictions that led one towards religious piety. In some ways, this true path 

provided an avenue for young men to elevate themselves above their caste. 

Through the conversation, they claimed that the reputation of young people in Senegal is 

consistently conflicted; on the one hand they are touted as being the most important generation, 

the “future of Senegal”, but on the other the older generations call them lazy, and claim young men 

are choosing not to work. As such, it was critical for young men to appear to be professional and 

motivated; that they might, through their appearances and respectful demeanour, entice a person 

to give them a job. As always, at this point Petit would refer to Amadou Bamba, the creator of the 

original Muride faith. They would often refer to him when speaking of their joblessness and 

whenever they felt discouraged at their lack of income. Petit would often repeat Amadou Bamba”s 

teachings about the virtue of patience and daily hard work. In effect, that Allah would reward these 

virtues in time, and that they should not get discouraged.  

While the conversation went on, and the young men continued to discuss the virtue of hard 

work, the TV seemed to send contradictory messages. The images behind them were of a Nigerian 

hip hop artist, throwing money at the camera while dancing in front of two expensive cars and a jet. 

The message of the video clearly enforcing values of material wealth. This contrast stunned me for a 

moment but eventually seemed to tap into a meaningful realisation; there were many different ways 

to be respected within many different communities. The way Petit was being respected in his shack 

was by providing rose wine, very much against Islamic practices. However, outside of his shack, to 

many he was from a lower caste, and was not to be respected at the same level of the “Geer” caste 

– the freeborn.  

Locating youth at the margins 

The experience of contradictory stigma of young men is precisely what places this 

demographic category at the ‘margins’. Indeed, the marginalisation of young men is often to do with 

their political participation, their economic marginalisation as well as their participation in globalised 

youth imaginaries (Richter and Panday, 2007). Politically, they are often denigrated: seen as either 

asking for too much from the government or being cast as potential villains, upsetting the social 

order (Seeking and Everatt, 1993). In Senegal, where youth social movements had been particularly 

powerful in replacing Abdoulaye Wade during the “y’en a marre” movement, young people had felt 

that they had won a victory but before long the feeling had been replaced with anger again at the 

empty promises that had been given by the new president Macki Salls. Young men were seen as the 

wild card in the Senegalese political landscape; yet even given this power of the masses, few if any 

are able to access positions of real power as power is translated into seniority, and with the 
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gerontocratic social structure of Senegal, being labelled as young is the same as being labelled as 

incompetent or reckless (Gueye, 2013).  

The second element of being at the margins is in terms of the “globalised imaginary”; more 

than ever scenes of youth culture from media are making their way to young people via social 

media, tv shows or other channels. As avid consumers of these globalised “youth culture” images, 

there is a sense that young people in St Louis are aware of the possibilities that are open to them; 

the lifestyles that exist outside of their immediate reality; they can see it but cannot obtain it. 

Indeed, while they see others of their own age indulge in material possessions, their own experience 

is one of stagnancy. Which is the third element: as a result of the economic and demographic 

context in Senegal, young men are more than ever restricted from accessing formal employment 

opportunities (as described in chapter 4). As such their ability to engage in transactions is highly 

limited, few of them have means of making an income and therefore find it increasingly difficult to 

achieve higher social recognition, with the lower castes finding their economic and political 

marginality being further exacerbated by social and cultural stigma against their participation in 

work other than their historical caste allowed.   

6.3. The Takalemon  

Lamine was part of a group of friends that called themselves takalemon. The word first came 

up in a conversation as we spoke on the curb of the street where Lamine’s aunt lived. One of 

Lamine’s friends joined us and made a remark about us being ‘takalemon’. The group laughed 

nervously at the comment. When I inquired about it, they told me that the takalemon were young 

people that worked hard to get by, to “manage”. They referred to the migrants in the markets who 

came from small villages and sold small plastic bags in order to make a living. The takalemon were a 

group of young people that “hustled” to get money by any means, but more than this, they were a 

group young people who expressed dissatisfaction at the lack of meaningful income generating 

activities available to them. The lack of income and the inability to climb the social hierarchy was 

encompassed in the idea of a “takalemon”; to work and strive for little in return. 

Lamine’s group of friends were not migrants and they did not work the markets hawking 

goods but they considered themselves to be takalemon for the dual problematic they experienced; 

the necessity to retain a sense of pride in upbringing, in caste and kinship, and the tempting decision 

to accept lower-caste part-time work such as brick-laying, tailoring or fishing. Indeed, their 

reputation was on the line when it came to finding work. As opposed to the young migrant men, 

where “takale” for them was the verb “debrouiller”, or, to “find a way”, Lamine rarely accepted to 

perform work such as the migrants did as he deemed it beneath his social status, his caste status as 
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a “freeborn”, and feared the social repercussions of being seen performing such work. As Lamine 

recounts:  

“Well the other day I was working just for one day piling bricks and I saw my friend and she 

looks at you – and afterwards when you speak with them, they don’t want to acknowledge you” 

This comment was common in St Louis. Young men constantly needed to protect their 

reputation and accepting even part-time work in employment that was seen as below one’s status 

could damage one’s reputation, and potentially jeopardize future income opportunities. Indeed, the 

protection of reputation was strongly linked to wider social and kinship networks and the fear is 

that, in damaging one’s reputation, it is likely that those networks avoid being associated with the 

type of person that accepts lowly work, or “dirty work” (“des boulots sales”). Historically, the 

Senegalese caste system ensured individuals in the Nyeenyo caste structure, or the freeborn people 

in the Geer social structure, would only engage in the type of purposeful employment their caste 

dictated of them. Going outside of this work implies a rejection of one’s social position, and thus 

invites a potentially disastrous consequence for the family name. This was made clear to Mamoud, 

Lamine’s cousin, who worked as a labourer for a large agricultural company on the outskirts of St 

Louis. Mamoud is a young man that is distantly related to Lamine’s family name. When it came to 

the celebration of Eid, Mamoud chose not to engage with others in conversation and did not provide 

the usual gifts that are circulated during this time, despite having access to regular income. While 

Mamoud has a freeborn name, he engaged in “dirty work” for a prolonged amount of time. The 

family’s response was to distance themselves, and make it known in the community that Mamoud 

was not engaged in the relations of reciprocity within their kinship networks – in so doing, all but 

breaking ties with Mamoud. 

Maintaining one’s status is of ultimate importance to takalemon, whom shifted 

uncomfortably between the need and desire for more income and the implications of performing 

dirty work in order to acquire it. In order to raise money without depreciating oneself, the 

takalemon placed themselves on the street curb and in the open for all to see, to announce that 

they were not engaging in dirty work, but were dignified in their wait for income that was deserving 

of their social and caste status. Indeed, the preferred location of the street curb was no accident; 

Lamine hated staying inside the house for a reason: 

The “mother”, she thinks you’re sleeping and that you do nothing with your life – that all you 

do is sleep and you eat your money… no, I prefer to be outside, this way people see you and you are 

part of the life of the neighbourhood.  
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Young men in this position, while presenting themselves as successful and well organised, 

were what they termed: “giving themselves to the street” [“tu te donnes à la rue”]. When sat on the 

side of the road they were announcing their presence and could be called on by locals and 

neighbours to perform small tasks; the main way in which takalemon made an income. These tasks 

ranged significantly; in the neighbourhood where I resided, they varied from doing laundry, cleaning 

out the roofs, fixing cables that had fallen, almost anything that needed doing. The individuals who 

would call upon young men to do this lived in the neighbourhood and were virtually an extended 

family. As such, the tasks were performed in a framework that most resembled a “favour” and the 

money given was designed to be tokens of gratitude, “gifts”. Indeed, the remuneration range 

significantly for a “favour” performed, depending on the circumstance. 

In seeking to be selected for these favours, takalemon would position themselves on curbs 

donning either modern clothing, comprised of branded shirts, (fashionably) ripped up jeans, large 

sneakers and hats, or, on Fridays, bou-bous (traditional Senegalese robes) that were well arranged, 

clean and presented a picture of an organised, pious and competent young person. Historically, 

these types of robes would be made with patterns that indicated connections to various kinship 

connections between tribes. Indeed, a carefully crafted image conveyed important social 

associations;  

“it’s that when you leave your house you need to have respect for yourself […] if not, when 

people see you they’ll say that you’re a “sai sai” [a scoundrel] if you leave with worn out shoes… if 

you want people to speak to you, you need to also put in an effort”. 

Transactional Institutions and Takalemon 

Gift-giving in takalemon relations 

Living in the open for Lamine and his takalemon friends was an everyday practice – one that 

was critical in their ability to raise money and expressed their hopes of eventually securing regular 

income opportunities. In this section I will describe the extent that the street gift-giving practices 

express what Guyer terms a “transactional institution”. Indeed, to understand young men’s 

exchange practices in Senegal, and where mobile money plays a role, I begin with an analysis of 

transactional institutions within which young men can negotiate and navigate their connections and 

identities with others.  

According to Guyer, transactional institutions are dynamically generating and self-regulating 

sets of exchange practices and their associated social and cultural norms. There are several 

important facets to her definition that sets her transactional institutions apart. Firstly, transactional 

institutions in Atlantic Africa are not fixed but the product of consistent reinforcement and 
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delineation from members of the society in which they emerge. The moral boundaries between 

objects and items of value transacted; the expression of value; the charismatic performance of the 

exchange; the moral and symbolic associated aspects within the exchange; each of these criteria 

continually shape the exchanges within transactional institutions (Guyer, 2004). As a result, some 

transactional institutions will be formal and legally binding while others are culturally ascribed and 

highly attuned to change.   

In the above description of “favours”, the takalemon exchanges on the street are strongly 

suggestive of a transactional institution. It is an established practice both in St Louis and in Dakar and 

follows specific behaviours, norms, and evaluative criteria. Indeed, the gift giving phenomena has a 

set of behavioural norms that surrounds each exchange. To begin with, an individual local to the 

neighbourhood will call upon a takalemon to perform a chore. After the chore is done, the young 

takalemon will come and sit by the individual who asked them to carry out this chore. If the person 

is busy, they will exchange very few words; not looking each other in the eye, the exchange of 

money is made hand in hand by shaking each other’s hands, loosely. The young person will bow in 

deference and respect and, still without exchanging looks, will leave. If the soliciting person is 

preoccupied, the takalemon will sometimes need to wait by this person’s side. After this, much like 

the first time, the exchange is done surreptitiously, hand in hand. The strength of the hand-shake is 

often an important factor here; and the positioning of the recipient’s hand during the exchange. 

Often, when I provided “gifts” similar to the “grands” in the neighbourhood, the hand-shake was 

very soft, and the recipient would both bow and wrap his left hand around his right wrist to show 

deference, respect and gratitude in receiving my form of gratitude in cash; each of these behaviours 

could be exaggerated more or less to express the gratitude and, as extension, the social status of the 

gifter as a result. This exchange typifies the takalemon exchange practice; to carry out a task and 

never put pressure on the task-giver, or even mention payment, and certainly not the amount of 

money paid. 

The analytical concept of a transactional institution fits here; the surreptitious payment 

behaviours, the practice of ‘giving yourself to the street’, the negotiation of payment based on 

ambiguous criteria precisely fit the inherent logic to Guyer’s transactional institutions; it is one that 

has naturally emerged and is fluid enough to adapt to changing circumstances. Importantly for the 

analysis, however, is the concept that these transactional institutions operate according to the 

internal logic of evaluative scales and registers.  
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Scales and registers 

The scales and registers of transactions form what Guyer terms repertoires. When referring 

to scales, Guyer (2004) suggests that the value referents in exchange in Atlantic Africa have vastly 

differing conceptualisations than those that have shaped the value singularity of Western exchange 

systems. Indeed, the scalar evaluations involved in everyday transactions in West Africa are made 

across four domains; ordinal, semantic, interval, and ratio scales. On the other hand, registers are 

conceptual categories that hold several scalar judgements together; such as the concepts of 

authority, or kinship proximity. For each exchange, there are corresponding registers that weigh into 

the criteria used to determine the exchange value, and the scalar evaluations of the value being 

exchanged. Registers are important to Guyer in order to explain how some registers exist across 

multiple transactional institutions; and how these contain conversion points that translate one type 

of value into another. Indeed, registers contain social and cultural norms that may be applied to an 

unlimited amount of transactions. The scalar evaluations, however, may be different within these 

registers; if the register is kinship proximity – perhaps the scales might be evaluated on interval or 

ranking depending on the nature of the exchange itself.  

In the act of takalemon gift giving, specific handshakes, gestures and representations shape 

the practices that accompany this transactional relationship, and represent, in Guyer’s 

conceptualisation, a part of a register that can be accessed by young men. Indeed, in choosing a 

takalemon, individuals use several evaluative criteria to determine whether or not to choose them. 

As I was speaking with Mam Djor in the neighbourhood of the Nord, I eventually asked her who she 

used to choose to perform her chores as these looked to be a common occurrence. She responded 

that she often chose the young man on the basis of who was there, if she knew them well, and if 

they were “good”. The latter was an importantly diverse and subjective criteria that was oftened 

expressed as “pas un sai sai”, or, not a “sai sai”. This term sai sai was an evaluative rank beneath the 

takalemon, in that they were young men who were disrespectful, dressed dirty, and had the 

association of making money in disreputable ways. These criteria could be taken as the pre-

conditions for being chosen for a chore. Further to this, the hand-shakes, gestures and expressions 

of gratitude are factors that impact on the amount of money transacted for the particular task. 

Using Guyer’s terminology, one can understand one of the ‘registers’ as being the 

importance of the takalemon’s appearance in the gift-giving exchange. Indeed, the appearance 

being a register, it contains several evaluative criteria such as; how far does the appearance project 

the symbolic aspects of being ‘modern’? How far does it denote a sense of religiosity or tradition? 

Particularly when looking at the marginality of young people and the context of economic scarcity in 

which they live, the wide array of evaluative variables within registers would be crucial in negotiating 
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their positions and potential to be chosen. As such, judgements made by distinction of clothing 

become crucially important. As Lamine recounts: 

“Well I love American things you see? With Nike and Adidas... people look at you and take 

you seriously” 

This type of comment was often reiterated in discussions between the older generations 

living in Lamine’s house. A favourite topic often focussed on the decadence of young people in St 

Louis, that they had little respect for themselves and little respect for the neighbourhood. The 

association between clothing and pride in the neighbourhood was thus a method with which young 

people could slide into favour with the older generations, and be given repeated opportunities to 

perform chores for monetary gifts. Equally, being dirty and wearing ripped clothes was associated 

with “dirty work” and would negatively impact on one’s social standing, and by extension the 

evaluative criteria used within the register. As Lamine recounts:  

“[…] we were with momo and he had bought these new shoes […] and we asked him how he 

bought them? He had the uncle that gave him [the shoes]. A little something to help. But I know also 

that he gives only to the “grands” like him… Momo has style; it is important so that good things will 

happen to you” 

The way in which one dresses, one’s previous and current associations, the performance of 

one’s visibility in the street are not only important in terms of setting the evaluative worth of the 

takalemon, but also in terms of how this worth is converted into gifts. In other words, what type of 

financial support and how much is given is part of the negotiation of the conversion of the 

takalemon’s worth and time into currency, from one scale to the other. 

When being a takalemon, as mentioned, the multiple scalar evaluations (or, simply scales as 

Guyer terms them) are the source of value one can draw from to influence the gains that Guyer 

(2004) suggests is inherent in Atlantic African exchange (asymmetrical exchange). The scales 

involved in the transaction need not be monetary in nature, but varies across different types of 

material or symbolic value. Indeed, Guyer’s theory of exchange brings a facet of dynamically 

structured and ordered scales that are not limited to ratio scales (numerical monetary value) but 

rather understood as the construction and negotiation of multiple evaluative scales being used 

simultaneously. As such, one must understand transactions as being rooted in value multiplicity. 

Indeed, in analysing the behaviours of young men and successful “sponsorship” relationships with 

either older family members or wider kinship networks, it becomes clear that the variety of scales 

becomes a question of analytical clarity and delineation. Guyer (2004) herself does not provide strict 
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limitations on what can be considered as registers, nor does she provide defined outlines of what 

repertoires exist in any particular society. Likewise, the goal of exploring the registers and scales in 

this chapter is to shed light on the way in which young men engage in transactional institutions, and 

to underline that transactions carry both symbolic and performative meaning. Providing complete 

outlines for the registers and scales within young men’s repertoires is outside the scope of this 

thesis. Rather, this conceptual language will allow for the ability to unpack how young men use 

mobile money to strive towards achieving marginal gains and, will be explored in later chapters, 

social adulthood.  

Negotiating value conversions 

For the takalemon, being remunerated for performing small and menial tasks by neighbours 

opens a space to negotiate and increase or reduce the amount received. This was an important part 

of being a takalemon; because the monetary elements of the transaction are never openly 

discussed, the contextual elements and the takalemon’s ability to navigate transactional institutions 

are responsible for determining the amount that is eventually exchanged. This is not to say that 

these transactions were not, in themselves, heavily structured. Indeed, the takalemon’s chores 

themselves were structured into menial, every-day chores and more specific, “person-centred” 

chores that involved a more potent social relational element. The former were repeated by the same 

takalemon for the same gift; usually a CFA 200 coin. The latter required a takalemon with certain 

social attributes to perform. For example, Petit was a young takalemon that was known to be very 

devout, and donned religious clothing most days. For certain tasks that involved sending a gift to 

another household or transporting an item somewhere, a takalemon with these properties was 

favourable; as a way of extending the sender’s religious merit to the receiver. These types of chores 

would be better remunerated and had a broader variety of payments than other types of 

transactions. The variety of remuneration on these latter chores opened space for the negotiation of 

scales on the part of the takalemon. Indeed, being at the margins and having no access to monetary 

resources, the resources young men in St Louis could mobilise shifted and responded to conversions 

on registers of association and merit between themselves and the soliciting individuals.  

As noted in chapter 3, Guyer suggests transactional institutions such as these are structured 

to allow for ambiguous conversion points between scales; rather than having a fixed criteria of how 

much money one gives for this or that item (or chore), the exchange will bring in a host of evaluative 

scales which provides the possibility of subverting or simply changing the perceived worth in an 

exchange. This is what Guyer (2004) terms “value disjunctures” (p. 33). In fact, for Guyer, the 

flexibility and inconstancy of exchange systems are the very nature of the status quo in Atlantic 

Africa.  
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Rather than being specific to takalemon, the nature of monetary gift giving and the ‘correct’ 

amount of these gifts is a continuous and ever-shifting aspect of exchanges in Senegal. Indeed, 

Buggenhagen (2014) has noted that gifts more broadly have undergone significant changes in terms 

of amount and in-kind gifts, which underscores the very notion that value scales are being 

consistently renegotiated. In the case of Petit; the exchange was not based on a clear valuation of 

the work itself, but rather on the communication of rank of the individual providing the gift. In this 

sense; young people allow the conversion of money to rank by providing the opportunity for the 

gifter to determine their own rank in the transaction.  

Discipleship as a transactional institution  

One transactional phenomenon that was ever-present in St Louis was the relationship of a, 

usually, young man and an older ‘marabout’, or, religious leader. These relationships were not 

necessarily defined by kinship but rather by religious standing.  Transactional institutions involving 

religious merit are almost universal in Saint Louis given the overwhelmingly religious adherence to 

Sufi Islam and its various subdivisions. While the discourse surrounding religion and youth in Senegal 

has often been shaped by intergenerational conflicts whereby young people “increasingly reject the 

practices of earlier generations and are more prone to questioning established authorities” (Selboe, 

2010; p. 365), the empirical data suggested religiosity was an important way in which young people 

could connect to older generations. The type and form of these transactions varied greatly, and 

often involved immaterial sources of symbolic and cosmological value. Indeed, the acquisition of 

religious value and merit is not strictly dependent on the transaction of money, but instead is 

granted upon actions that are deemed generous and “holy”. As such, religious activities of 

generosity provide a transactional institution in which young people may participate without 

needing to accrue income, and in which they may be provided with religious merit – a register 

which, over time, may convert into material possessions. One of these examples is represented in 

the ‘feeding of the Talibe’, disciples of a marabout, as they would roam the streets during the 

evening to ask for food. The young takalemon would often, in spite of themselves, reserve food for 

the Talibe as the act of giving would be rewarded on a religious dimension.  

The accrual of religious merit was an important register for some takalemon, for whom 

visibility and generosity were important registers; especially given they had little monetary resources 

to express status. The participation to specific religious dahiras (usually associations dedicated to 

specific marabouts) were areas where young people could express their religious identity. As Balla, a 

young takalemon in the Nord, suggested:  
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“Faith is how we are made; when we believe, we are supported because we provide prayers 

and we receive the support and benediction of Allah in return […] it is Him that gives us the 

opportunities, through this we are united with a bigger family – and it is the family that will support 

us young people during these times” 

Accrued religious merit can thus represent a register as much as it is an important enabler of 

relationships between young and old which may choose to provide support in the form of 

discipleship. In the Nord, a young takalemon named Petit, recounted how his piety had allowed him 

to become sponsored by his Uncle. Both were part of the same dahira, and Petit had faithfully been 

contributing to the dahira for years before the Uncle chose to provide Petit with monetary support. 

As Petit suggests, however:  

“Modou [the uncle] supports me from time to time, but it is his generosity and his belief that 

he is giving” 

Petit, in this statement, contributes to the uncle’s identity and status by being in his 

discipleship. While this status may also be socially ascribed, specifically it is religious and tied to a 

cosmological understanding of the connection between his uncle and his wider ancestry. Through 

this transaction Petit gains financial support and a stable discipleship – while the uncle gains internal 

religious merit as well as outward societal religious recognition. Such a transaction is not rare in St 

Louis, and indeed many young takalemon position themselves in ways that they engage in 

transactional institutions as transactional recipients through ordinal scalar evaluations; in order to 

make potential gains monetarily and socially (out of added connections). This phenomenon has been 

identified in the literature as ‘entrepreneurial discipleship’; a way in which young people use 

initiative and agency within socio-religious structures in inventing new forms of enterprise (Hill, 

2015; p. 389). This aspect of young men’s repertoires is an important way in which young people 

negotiate value registers and transactional institutions in Saint Louis; rather than accepting that 

money is the only and ultimate way in which one is able to climb in social recognition, young people 

seek to position themselves in ways that contribute their accrued societal value and invest it as 

“currency” into transactions with others.  

Multiple scalar valuations and access to repertoires in economic scarcity 

Through the analysis of the registers and associated scales available to young men in St 

Louis, a dynamic repertoire available to young people emerges, one adapted to the context of 

economic scarcity and caste-informed choices. Indeed, the repertoire can be thought of as the sum 

of the transactional institutions and accessible registers available to young men, and their ability to 

make gains from the conversions between is an important part of what Guyer terms value 
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multiplicity; or, the existence of multiple registers and conversion points in the transactional 

landscape.   

What becomes clear, is that the takalemon’s options are limited, but do exist. They live in 

the margins, but the margin allows for some scalar conversions to be made and develop into 

relations of sponsorship or discipleship. This, however, is rare; and suggesting this is possible is not 

to say this is common, nor are these ‘gains’ necessarily profitable only in monetary or positive ways.  

Dirty Work 

The transactional institutions that the takalemon were a part of and had access to rarely 

involved digital financial transfers through OTC or mobile money channels. Indeed, early in the 

research it became apparent that young men in St Louis were not using mobile money frequently or 

at all. Within the three groups of young men I researched, the takalemon were the most widespread 

and also the least likely to use these services. For Lamine and his takalemon friends, the most 

important factors that prohibited use were: the cost of withdrawing money from mobile money 

accounts, owning a mobile phone, and most importantly perhaps, being active in the flow and 

circulation of money within kinship or social networks. Indeed, as young men without income and 

few sponsorship relations, they rarely received money other than a few coins for performing chores 

on occasion. 

While they did not receive money on mobile money accounts, many takalemon had 

accounts nonetheless. Indeed, as part of a widespread advertising strategy, Orange Money 

employed agents to open accounts for anyone with a feature phone. As a result those that had 

phones had mobile money accounts but would seldom use these and indeed, of those who had 

accounts, most of my informants had forgotten or had never learned their password. This lack of 

use, however, did not mean that takalemon had no desire to engage in mobile money transactions, 

as Modou made clear;  

 “Well we would like [to use it] because Orange money is for young people… it is a new 

technology, you see? Everyone on the street that uses it, you see they […] can do what they want… 

even the students, with it they are always doing lots of things!” 

Mobile money was not simply another type of digital transfer, like the OTC service Wari. 

Instead, the use of the phone to transfer money to another person’s account was novel and 

aspirational. For some of the takalemon, their desire to use it pushed them towards engaging in 

“dirty work”, so as to raise money and engage in betting practices, such as the online betting service 

“Paris-foot" which could be accessed through Orange Money accounts. Several times during my stay 
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with Lamine and his family, several young takalemon would come back from a day’s labour and 

would huddle to look at betting odds they’d taken from the betting shop just minutes before. The 

process by which they made their bets was to pick a selection of different teams and combine the 

multitude of odds which, usually taken together, would combine between 5-10 bets on separate 

teams. To win, all these bets needed to succeed; as a result, during my my time in St Louis I only ever 

heard of one person winning. Indeed, the odds being so highly against winning, the pay-out was 

usually very high, in the hundreds of thousands of CFA. The betting represented an interesting 

divergence from other transactional institutions for the takalemon. It was a type of exchange made 

through mobile money that used money from ‘dirty work’; money which felt tainted, reminiscent of 

Shipton’s ‘bitter money’ (1989). The betting practices seemed to be an attempt to use the money to 

reach the lofty expectations placed on them, as Lamine recounts: 

“we are on the street every day, when we can we will go and see if we can play. If we can 

win, we can help everyone: the family, the friends…. and we can travel also: if I win I’m getting my 

ticket directly!” 

With the odds so heavily stacked against them, the outcome, or “gains”, of the betting was, 

rather than the futile hope of winning, instead the bonding between the takalemon; through sharing 

hopes and aspirations. The young men, being newly broke – would sit outside and talk about the 

matches, about their near wins, about potential future wins, and about what they would do with the 

money when they had won. In other words, the young men were spending money together in a way 

that symbolized their shared attributes; that their lives were defined by unfulfilled promises. 

These practices express an important point regarding the nature of value multiplicity in 

young men’s repertoires; money is only one form of value that may be converted for another, even 

if the transaction does not produce monetary gain. As such, marginal gains do not always produce 

monetary gains, but rather gains which may be associative or symbolic. Indeed, betting practices 

that do not earn money still produce behaviours that bond several young takalemon together; the 

action of betting and spending money is then combined with a sense of purpose and 

meaningfulness. In fact, rather than marginal gains, one might claim the loss of money could be 

conceptualised as a ‘marginal loss’, whereby the very fact of being marginalised and the desire to be 

included produces exchange incentives that emerge in material losses. 

6.4. The Teka-tout-deal of St Louis 

If the takalemon represented the archetypal unemployed and marginalised young 

Senegalese man, the teka-tout-deal represented a version that inhabited a social status above them, 

where these young men would claim to be self-employed and benefited from the associated status 
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boost. Their status differed mostly by their ability to mobilise or ‘activate’ their social connections 

and their access across exchange repertoires to produce different types of marginal gains. As such, 

the teka-tout-deal I met were inherently positioned as ‘busy’ and entrepreneurial individuals, often 

walking tirelessly throughout St Louis to speak to dozens of different social groups, providing 

opportunities for gains, suggesting activities and generally being important nodes of sociality. 

Employing this highly enterprising and connected status, they would often be approached by 

individuals with income generating opportunities. As such, they were known to be “branché”: which 

meant that they were connected, not just to many different social groups, but also in terms of 

information and knowledge. Highly pertinent to this young group, branché is a French adjective that 

also characterises an ability to wield technology; indeed, access and use of technology was more 

than representation alone, it was an extension of who they were and what they could do. It 

represented the ability to act immediately on information by contacting the relevant social groups 

for a limited and time sensitive opportunity. 

The teka-tout-deal would happily define themselves in this category, feeling pride in this 

description since it conferred the status as a person that could “activate” social networks to produce 

valued outcomes. A particularly relevant proverb in Wolof that defines their ability to raise income 

from their “branché” or connected status is: “Ndibeul nathiay fék loxoy borom”, or, “to be helped, 

you need to be implied [connected]”. Thus, the main difference between the takalemon and the 

teka-tout-deal is essentially that the latter utilises and ‘activates’ the relationships and connections 

he holds with others in more effective and meaningful ways. 

In this, the teka-tout-deal is the entrepreneur by definition who utilises multiple scalar 

evaluations to produce marginal gains. 

Giving while receiving: the entrepreneur of the self 

As discussed, different employment forms are stratified across a socio-cultural hierarchy 

defined by its relational social values of dignity and respect, as well as those of the employment’s 

caste. With the takalemon, the lack of income meant they had a reduced number of opportunities to 

draw from in accumulating resources, which resulted in their low social status relative to their 

kinship networks. While income is not necessarily tied directly to social status, among my informants 

in St Louis it seemed that the ability to access wealth was reflective of an expanded access to 

existing exchange registers. Indeed, expanded access to these meant that young men could begin to 

define what type of currency was earned and exchanged.  

For example, one of my informants, Oumar, was a self-professed teka-tout-deal. His main 

income-generating activity was selling jeans that he would buy for discounted prices from 
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wholesalers. Instead of hawking these goods in small storefronts, he would walk through districts 

and meet various groups of young men. As I accompanied Oumar on these sales rounds, what was 

immediately noticeable was his approach that differentiated himself from a traditional salesman.  

His behaviour was respectful, and tended to denote an authentic and friendly relationship. They 

would meet, speak about football and discuss upcoming local games or international games. He 

would sit with them on the street for a while, and eventually someone would ask him about his 

activities at which point he would casually say that he was carrying jeans and that he “could” give 

them away. This made sure he presented himself in a way that did not denote a salesman or 

translated into a desperate need for money. Rather, the approach to selling these jeans were framed 

in an altruistic and coincidental happening. When a person would express an interest, Oumar would 

unfold the three or four jeans and allow the “customer” to inspect them with his friends. During this 

exchange, Oumar was noticeably calm and seemingly disinterested from the reactions of the rest of 

the group. When there was payment in cash, it was usually quick and few words spoken about it. 

What was surprising was the recognition from the buyers that the jeans would cost less if they were 

to buy these at another shop. This type of salesmanship could be defined as a transactional 

institution in itself; indeed, the understated sales and particular discourse associated was one that 

was largely limited to these teka-tout-deal transactional dynamics.  

This example represents an important aspect of teka-tout-deal’s entrepreneurial value 

conversions. Oumar used his social identity to sell items at higher than the store price, because the 

jeans themselves were not straightforwardly commensurable to a fixed price, but defined among 

registers. The impact of football was of note as a cultural register shared among all residents in St 

Louis; one which brings around several scalar judgements based on ordinal categories. Indeed, the 

cost here may be ordinal, however, the social ranking of Oumar is a scalar judgement used in the 

exchange. The ‘nonchalance’ of the exchanges were a further behavioural register; an important 

distinction that placed the exchange within the boundaries of a social interaction. Through this, 

Oumar’s social status was both defined by and reinforced through his primarily ‘social’ exchanges. 

This sort of salesmanship allowed for young people to engage in income opportunities that did not 

reduce their dignity or respect in the eyes of their peers; but was rather framed in ways that were 

“helpful” rather than lucrative. As such, these exchanges navigated a fine line; one between a low-

caste goods hawker, and one such as the takalemon, the unemployed young man waiting to be 

given opportunities. If one could navigate, as Oumar does, this line, they are conferred status 

enhancements that allow them to convert the wide social connections they have into income-

generating opportunities.  
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Mobile money as a transactional institution 

My relationship with the teka-tout-deals of St Louis illuminated the wider cultural and social 

norms accompanying mobile money and, more broadly, digital financial transactions. Indeed, while 

the takalemon very infrequently used, if at all, digital financial services, the teka-tout-deal, with their 

access to wealth, were predisposed to using them. Before turning to a description of the 

conversionary aspects of mobile money, it is important to understand mobile money not solely as a 

method of transfer but as a socio-cultural and monetary transactional institution. 

In Guyer’s terms, transactional institutions can and are often based on the exchange of 

certain items of value traded within the parameters of moral and normative boundaries. Mobile 

money can be analysed to be a formal monetary platform through which money is traded according 

to specific and enforced legislation; rather than the fluid and dynamic exchange system that 

characterises some of Guyer’s transactional institutions, this one conforms to what she would term 

as “value singularity”; a method of transfers based on limited ordinal exchange variations. However, 

mobile money has its associated social and cultural norms and practices that, not unlike the national 

currency, has taken meaning outside of the formalised, legal currency boundaries. One is not 

necessarily distinct from the other, but each play a role in defining the other. For example, while the 

law states that mobile money accounts need to be registered to an individual’s identity number, 

many of the accounts created use false or inexistent identity numbers without checks5. Another 

example can be found in the successful transfer messages that are sent to the phone as evidence of 

the money transfer. While these messages are sent with codes to verify successful transitions, the 

sender of the money is invariably immediately called by the recipient to notify the transfer’s success, 

as well as to provide verbal gratitude and praise. This dualistic characteristic of mobile money (it’s 

legal and socio-cultural elements) raises precisely the same analysis as Hart’s (1995) thesis of the 

institution of money as being two sides of the coin; one being rooted in the social and cultural 

normative appreciation of value while the other being a formalised, legalistic conceptualisation.  

“Wari moi ca”: conversions in digital transactions 

The teka-tout-deal of St Louis, with expanded registers to make use of in exchanges, took 

advantage of their access to monetary wealth to experiment and navigate transactional institutions 

with both cash and digital currency. Indeed, contrary to the takalemon, the teka-tout-deal earns 

money from a variety of sources. This has implications for their ability to use and circulate wealth 

across friendship and kinship groups. A pertinent example of this was Oumar’s preferred use of 

 
5 This from my direct observation of an Orange Money agent opening a mobile money account in St Louis. 
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digital financial transfers to receive payments of goods. For Oumar, when asked about his use of 

mobile money, he suggested:  

“Well we can use it for much more. I can directly put it in phone credit and then call other 

people who might be on the street. Or I can see girlfriends, they really like it when I send Orange 

Money. Even the other day my girlfriend couldn’t come to me so I sent her the money and she came 

with a taxi”.  

There were two important facets of this response that were interlinked with the defining 

social criteria of the teka-tout-deal. The first is the importance of being connected; transferring 

mobile money into calling credit converts digital currency into social reach by utilising not just the 

conversionary capability of mobile money, but also the symbolic properties associated to it. The 

second is the way in which mobile money can catalyse actions in discrete ways; converting mobile 

money to actions and being displaced from the locus of the action suggested an ability that cash 

could not have. 

The discrete and discretionary use of mobile money 

Indeed, characterising the takalemon’s use of mobile money is the increasing propensity to 

send and receive mobile money for a range of events; creating an institution out of the use of mobile 

money, while simultaneously allowing for traditional transactional practices to be emulated by 

mobile money transfers. Specifically, gift-giving exchanges during social and religious events; where 

the takalemon had not the resources nor status to be able to gift at social or religious events, the 

teka-tout-deal youth of Saint Louis would use several strategies that mixed both in-kind gifts and 

gifts of calling credit to circulate their wealth in discrete and discretionary ways. 

Oumar had not reached the social status that allowed him to publicly make gifts to the 

singing griots or the bride and her entourage during a wedding we attended together. Since Oumar 

had access to some wealth, however, it was expected that he would contribute a gift. The teka-tout-

deal may wish to surreptitiously slide a small amount of money into the hands of those concerned. 

Doing so, however may have two serious implications. The first is that, in exchanging cash directly 

into someone’s hand, others will notice and take this transfer as an indication that they are now fully 

ready to integrate into the relations of reciprocity and debt with the wider family and 

neighbourhood. This public display of exchange is steeped in “performance”. Performance, as 

discussed above in relation to behaviours expressed during takalemon exchanges, is crucial to 

express value of the transacting social actors. As Guyer (2004) states, these performances can turn 

into new scalar formations; new ways in which both currencies and the institutional norms 

surrounding exchanges can be valued. The teka-tout-deal fears being integrated in these 
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transactional institutions for the unequal exchange properties these represent. Indeed, their income 

is such that they still prefer to be seen as ‘young’ across kinship and wider-family transactional 

institutions. This status allows them flexibility in transactional institutions they enter and exchange 

along, and provides them with space to negotiate their “youthful” identities among the ambiguities 

of scalar conversions.  

The second important implication is that they may unwittingly trigger a competitive gifting 

relationship. If the gift is made publicly (in front of all present), the present company will note the 

gift and some senior men may then feel obliged to make a greater gift to assert their generosity and 

status. The gift having been exchanged, discussion regarding the amount of the gift will eventually 

be known and expectation to increase the value of the gift will be placed on the gifter, thereby 

creating an upward gifting cycle that places much pressure on the young teka-tout-deal. To avoid 

this, the young teka-tout-deal may choose to send money through mobile money channels, and not 

to exchange cash at the ceremony itself. During the particular wedding ceremony described above, 

Oumar had made a cash transaction the day before the “ceet”; the final stage of the wedding 

procedure. After having done so, he received a call from the groom to thank him for the transfer. 

When he attended the wedding, he made sure to stay on the outside of the ceremony, not 

wandering too far into the tent, rather, allowing the esteemed elders and young women to take part 

of the spectacular dances and rapid drumming by the griots. When the bride eventually emerged 

from the tent, Oumar paid his respects and was thanked in a respectful manner; but one that was 

markedly different to those who chose to publicly provide their own gifts. In other words, there was 

a shielding from engaging in further competitive gifting arrangements to “protect” the teka-tout-

deal from transactional institutions in which he would make a loss. This discretion in exchange 

formats is a way in which young people have the opportunity to make marginal gains; by not 

engaging publicly and visibly into these performances, the teka-tout-deal is able to retain more of 

their money for other activities. 

Converting digital into social currency 

As noted above, the ability to use mobile money as a young man in Senegal is related to the 

conversionary capabilities of mobile money. Specifically, if the pressure on young men is found in 

the range of registers they use to make marginal gains, converting mobile money into social status 

allows for a wider participation of the actor in wider transactional institutions, as can be seen with 

the example of Abdou below.  

Abdou, a young man based on the western-most island in St Louis, the “Langue de barbarie”, 

was never seen without his phone hanging around his neck as he would stroll around the 
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neighbourhood. The other young men in the neighbourhood had wallets called “calpes” around their 

necks, but Abdou preferred his phone. When asked about it, Abdou told me:  

 “You see those kids with the calpe doing nothing – with a mobile phone you can do 

everything but you are still there on the street… people will see you and tell themselves “he’s a bana-

bana [successful businessman], he’s connected for sure”  

Abdou was an example of a teka-tout-deal who understood the symbolic power of mobile 

phones from very early on. He was convinced that it was the “way out” for young people like 

himself. He suggested that it was the way he used mobile money with social media that was 

important for him to get to where he wanted to be in life. Indeed, Abdou would routinely ask for 

mobile payments for renting a room in his mother’s household. When it came to the Tabaski, the 

religious day of celebration marking the 40th day after the end of Ramadan, Abdou would send 

internet data passes from his mobile money account to several friendship networks situated around 

Senegal. After sending about a dozen or so passes, Abdou showed me his social media activity; it was 

replete with friends attesting to his “greatness” and hundreds of likes on each message posted. 

Through these small gifts he had catalysed a wide-ranging social reaction; and translated a gift from 

that of money to social renown. Rather than simply sending money, Abdou was sending a gift that 

allowed his social networks to connect with him, and moreover, praise him in a virtual public space. 

This type of “conversion”, from digital financial transactions of mobile money into social 

status, is a transactional dynamic that is precisely the type that Guyer suggests is critical to the 

success of a “currency” in Atlantic Africa. While Guyer’s historical exploration focussed on the 

conversionary properties of iron rods into weapons of war or jewellery, the same principle may be 

applied here to digital money into Facebook likes. Indeed, the moral conversionary points across 

scales are reflective of the social and cultural norms of society in St Louis; the ability to send internet 

passes is rewarded with widespread social recognition. While the concept itself is not new to money, 

the ability of this digital currency in being converted directly into social media is and it is reflected in 

the practices of young men using value multiplicity to make these marginal gains.  

6.5. Antiquaires: the Bayes-falles of the beach 

The third group of young men I researched in St Louis were called ‘antiquaires’ or Baye-falle 

depending on who was describing them. As a group of young men facing economic and social 

marginality in Senegal, they represented another facet of transactions in St Louis, one that was 

based on the iteration of performance in order to push the boundaries (or what Guyer would call the 

“horizons”) of scalar conversions within registers. Performances being central to the establishment 

of scalar evaluations and conversions, the antiquaires seemed to navigate their repertoires to take 
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advantage of multiple registers such as spirituality and religion, Western “modern” symbolism and 

behaviours, and performative masculinity. 

Transactional institutions at the margins 

The antiquaires are a subject of much religious and political discussion in Senegal: they are 

seen as young men who are ‘corrupted’ by Western society to exchange sexual favours with rich 

foreign women for money. Scholarship on this subject suggests that a combination of economic 

stagnation in the country combined with increased tourism has produced a situation whereby young 

men sell their “bodies” as income (Salomon, 2001). This value-laden commentary and critique is 

juxtaposed to other studies which approach this issue in terms of changes in the shifting 

expectations and constructs of masculinity for young men who find it hard to achieve adulthood. In 

my research, the antiquaires of St Louis were not passive agents “selling their bodies” as distinct 

entities from their aspirations and life goals. Rather, the antiquaires of St Louis worked on 

constructing themselves and their lifestyles both towards appealing to tourists as well as engaging in 

valuations that they could brand and perform; cultural and social attributes steeped in religious and 

modern symbolism that allowed them to make marginal gains by negotiating value multiplicity.  

Ice was among five of these self-proclaimed antiquaires that I frequently visited in their 

beach-side hut along the south-island of Ngor. According to him, they had wanted somewhere that 

they could be away from the stifling traditional atmosphere of the family; and so, he created a small 

fenced off area where he and his friends built small tents and provided a range of services such as 

drumming lessons, cooking or making tea. All five young men would usually be outside the tent 

making attaya (Senegalese tea) and would, most often during sun-down, begin drumming on large 

djembes – sounds that would travel along the length of the large beach front. They always had 

several other men who would be there learning how to play the djembe, and occasionally a few 

tourists. The djembe playing was a cultural form of communication; one that is steeped in 

cosmological understandings of Wolof philosophy and history. In this, the transactional institution 

was formed around the exchange of music and communication. Just like the ambiguous registers 

that formed the exchanges with the takalemon and teka-tout-deal, the monetary conversions here 

were not only highly dynamic and fluctuating, but the items being exchanged varied greatly. Indeed, 

individuals exchanged fish and other food, internet passes, taxi rides or simply favours in exchange 

for the “gift” of the music and company. The location they had chosen and the lifestyle they lead 

from their beach tents were not simply reactionary, but part of the philosophy they espoused, one 

which seemed marginalised from wider St Louis society;  
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“it is a little different over there; here we can be ourselves but you know in the North people 

look at you and start to talk. But it has always been like this, we are musicians and they do not know 

us that way.” 

Part of the disconnection they felt, was also the result of their desire to emigrate out of 

Senegal, born, significantly, from their lower caste statuses. Indeed, Ice and his friends were Griots 

and Nyeenos, both of which are caste ascriptions which are deemed as lower than the freeborn 

“Geer”. As a result, they chose to espouse a lifestyle they characterised as Western; fantasizing 

about a societal structure in which their names were not associated with a lower caste status. They 

would often frequent bars and nightclubs and were seen asking friends and tourists for money to 

purchase alcoholic drinks. In this, the difference between the antiquaires and the takalemon and 

teka-tout-deal was precisely that their admitted identity construction was purposefully outside of 

the “traditional” norm; 

“People will always speak, but we are Baye-falles, you see? We live more like Europeans, we 

smoke and drink and we pray too… it is those people that do not understand this life. But anyway, 

everyone makes their own way.” 

In this way, the antiquaires expressed a lifestyle that is central to the concept of marginality 

and navigating repertoires. Living on the beach, they were at the margins of the wider St Louis 

community. And while they associated with the Baye-fallesl religious teachings and practiced 

traditional djembe playing; they just as readily desired the Western lifestyles they saw on social 

media, or engaged with through interactions with tourists in the city and on the beach. As such, the 

antiquaires experienced and engaged with multiple value frameworks, and used them as registers in 

their transactions and aspirations.  

Indeed, the favoured transactional institutions of these young men was a combination of 

exchanges based on musical performances and religious exchanges. Ice, for example, considered his 

relationship with his family as one in which they supported his faith to his marabout; and their gifts 

of financial support to him were ultimately gifts with religious over-tones, even if ultimately these 

gifts were not used as such. The discursive framework and behaviours were significantly different to 

those of other disciples. Indeed, the Baye-falles, when greeting one another, take the other person’s 

hand and place it upon their forehead, and the other’s forehead, twice as a symbol of recognition of 

their faith, again, reinforcing religious performance. Similarly, when gifting money to a Baye-falles, 

they will immediately offer words of prayer and accept the money as a tribute to Allah. Of 

importance to the antiquaires, is how their exchange repertoires were defined by this and were 

heavily shaped by the meaning they attributed to themselves and their passions. They would often 
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receive gifts as groups of friends from other musicians who had flown abroad, or other antiquaires 

that had similarly succeeded in gaining a strong income. As a result, digital financial transfers were of 

critical importance to the circulation of money through the Baye-falles community and the 

strengthening of ties across Senegal and beyond in a way that strongly reflects a Guyeresque 

concept of “transactional institutions”.  

Digital transactions of the Baye-falles; connectedness in space  

Ice would often discuss how “lucky” his previous friends had been; he would tell me of 

Mustafa – a djembe player who married a woman and is now a paid djembe player in a university; of 

Amadou – another djembe player, originally from Gambia, who comes to visit St Louis each year but 

who lives in Germany with his wife and two children. These stories ultimately communicated an 

important aspiration; that the men who were able to marry and emigrate to foreign countries were 

no longer seen as estranged, no longer defined by caste ascriptions, but instead held up as 

honourable and pious young men who contributed to their families and neighbours through periodic 

digital financial transfers. 

Ethnographic research has found increased pressure put on young men to migrate and 

contribute to household finances as part of inter-generational relations of reciprocity and debt. 

Indeed, Melly (2011), in extending the discussion on ‘wealth in people’ in Senegal, suggests that 

travel, masculine identity and youth are intricately connected, and that young men are increasingly 

under pressure to travel in order to provide financially to their family and thus establish masculine 

adult identities that are central to the Wolof cultural norms. As such, migration is not so much an 

ideal, as much as it is, for the Baye-falles of the beach, a lived ambition; their self-constructed ideals 

and the exchange practices used in transactional institutions being heavily influenced by these.  

Indeed, during the months after Ice’s wife’s departure back to Japan, he would frequently 

receive international payments through Western Union. Upon speaking to him about it and how he 

was using this money, he told me:  

“So I use a lot of technology because you see… for us we are always in different places even if 

we are only here on the beach, do you understand? So when she sends [money] I am with her and 

she has her hand here in the house with me.” 

For Ice, and the other antiquaires, the possibility of migrating to another place or tapping 

into value channels through marriage is part of the ambition to increase social status. A such, the 

Baye-falles negotiated both currency and social value scales by cementing their identities with 

values associated with travelling.  
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In this way, mobile money became part of the repertoires of the antiquaires as they sought 

to reach their aspirations. Mobile money was a way in which they would travel but stay still; be 

across the world with their Baye-falles brothers or relationships but remain rooted in the Langue de 

Barbarie in Senegal. 

6.6. The bana-bana 

The bana-bana, like the takalemon and the teka-tout-deal, is a term that has various 

meanings depending on the context and person. However, broadly speaking, it is a status that is held 

as an aspiration for many young men across Senegal, representing to an extent an idealised status. 

Three particular reasons are often given when discussing this: their mobility, their technological 

adeptness, and their ability to broker relations. These three elements are crucial to understand what 

role mobile money plays in the way young men navigate their repertoires; their desire to be mobile, 

technologically literate, and involved in multiple social and kinship networks are all aspects that can 

be expanded and furthered through the use of mobile money.  

Indeed, each of these three elements provides an expansion of potential repertoires. The 

concept of expanding repertoires, refers to the access and use of a larger and more differentiated 

set of registers through which one can transact. As Lamine often stated;  

“Well the bana-bana, he can be smart/cunning – understand? He knows everyone, it is like 

family – if there is a deal to be made, he will know how to do it since he has family everywhere […] 

since he is everywhere in Senegal and he knows how to have his hand with you and with the cousins.” 

The bana-bana is able to be a part of multiple social and kinship networks, thus being 

integrated in relations of reciprocity and obligations with many different communities. This both 

affords them an esteemed position in many of these communities, as well as the opportunity for 

income generating opportunities; in returning “gifts” from the bana-bana, people would alert them 

for chances to broker deals on anything; from housing to renting cars. Thanks to mobile money, this 

ability now extends to wherever the bana-bana is travelling to at the time. Their ability to “have 

their hand with you”, is the suggestion that they might provide financial support from anywhere, 

and in return, as one is integrated into their extended “family”, the bana-bana grows their access 

and ability to use a wider variety of registers in transactional institutions in that community. 

6.7. Conclusion 

In this first empirical chapter, I have sought to understand young men’s transactions by 

exploring the use of Guyer’s (2004) conceptual vocabulary of Marginal Gains to explore the extent 

to which it can analyse and represent the transactional patterns in Senegal. In doing so, I sought to 
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understand where and what role mobile money plays in the lives of young men.  The majority of the 

young men infrequently or did not use mobile money in St Louis. Indeed, lacking economic 

resources, using mobile money was simply an impossibility, the amount of money they would 

acquire was too small to be transacted. As such, the focus was placed on discovering the range of 

transactional practices and institutions involved with mobile money transactions. This led to 

exploring a much broader range of exchange practices which found that mobile money represented 

transactional institution – one that was used alongside many others, and one which young men 

could use to navigate ‘value multiplicity’. These navigations illuminated the complex range of 

practices and strategies that guided them in attempting to make gains at the margins. 

For the takalemon, their lack of economic resources shaped their strategies on a daily basis; 

their battle to uphold their reputation was key to their ability to gain income in the future. Indeed, 

engaging in dirty work, or, work that was seen as undignified, was potentially disastrous as their 

association with dirty work could jeopardize their ability to gain discipleships or long-term patronage 

from their elders' kinship networks. In order to sustain their reputations, they invested in their 

clothing and sustained respectful mannerisms at all times, reminiscent of Prothmann’s (2018) 

findings of performed masculinity in Dakar. In analysing these behaviours, I turned to Guyer and 

explored her theoretical vocabulary of registers, scales and transactional institutions. Guyer’s (2004) 

underlying thesis that conversions across scales were key to making gains was indeed reflective of 

these young men’s experiences. Both in ranking evaluations and in ordinal monetary exchanges, the 

ambiguities that existed between registers of religiosity and respectfulness allowed young men to 

make marginal gains. On the other hand, while many of the ‘valued gains’ were monetary, some of 

the transactions to make gains ended in losses, such as the betting practices of the takalemon in 

which the pressures placed on them drove them to engage with gambling practices.  

For the teka-tout-deal, their navigation of value multiplicity was crucial to transacting in the 

margins. The teka-tout-deal made use of several registers in order to make marginal gains; one these 

was a masculine identity through football, but could equally be the ability to wield technology which 

was highly valued. Their use of mobile money was telling within their exchanges as a transactional 

institution and a currency capable of many conversions. As a transactional institution it allows for 

discreteness – it provided the teka-tout-deals of St Louis to navigate a fine line; engaging in 

traditional transactions such as weddings without entering into oppressive reciprocal exchange 

relations. As a conversionary currency, the teka-tout-deal utilised mobile money in order to convert 

money into social reach. By purchasing internet passes and sending these as gifts within social 

networks, Oumar, for example, received outpouring of praise on social medias which in turned 

translated into an increased ability to make marginal gains out of his exchange registers. Indeed, 



 

112 
 

with the teka-tout-deal, mobile money was an institution that was used at the margins of adulthood 

to delicately negotiate the social role of the young person; not yet fully immersed in overwrought 

networks of obligation and reciprocity, yet still navigating transactional institutions to build on their 

social recognition. 

The antiquaires further reinforced the importance of value multiplicity in the margins for 

young men in St Louis. Indeed, their marginalisation was both societal and self-imposed – seeking to 

adopt both Western identities and traditional religious Baye-falle identities, the antiquaires 

positioned themselves within ambiguous exchange registers to make the most of the value 

disjunctures in the face of their lower caste status; how much were their religious or musical 

performances worth? What value was associated was then converted by the individual in fluid 

exchange registers. Their use of mobile money was an extension of this practice; situating 

themselves in registers of Baye-falles allowed them to access these at a distance. Likewise, their 

focus on making connections to tourists abroad allowed them to “travel while sitting down” 

(Archambault, 2012; p. 393); spreading their access and presence across space – expanding their 

exchange repertoires considerably.  

Through these three groups of young men, it is possible to get a broad understanding of the 

variety and fluidity of transactional institutions in St Louis. Moreover, their desires to be a bana-

bana was reflected in the need for an expansion of existing repertoires; to grow the accessibility and 

use of registers across transactional institutions meant more opportunities to make marginal gains, 

as well as the opportunity to gain respect in their social and kinship networks, and in so doing 

achieving a sense of adulthood.  
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7. Transactional institutions at vital conjunctures 

7.1. Introduction 

“When you are young, you need to be like a mouse; you need many holes to escape” 

(Lamine) 

I met with Lamine in Dakar one year from the start of my research in St Louis, where we first 

met. In St Louis he had been training to become an electrician and had begun making a good living 

from his activities. Around him, his family and his friends began to treat him differently; the 

grandmother of the household would make sure he was present when serving dinner, his friends 

would call him grand – a sign of respect and admiration – and he carried himself around the 

neighbourhood with a more comfortable stroll and demeanour. When we caught up in Dakar things 

were different; he was jobless and living with his aunt whom he did not get along with. He was back 

to sitting on the curb-side with the other self-titled takalemon. He had lived in Dakar in his youth and 

had said that it was a dark and miserable time for him. Now, at 24 years old, it seemed like he was 

going backwards. Across the street, a young man in dusty clothes called out for him. He had 

accepted to work as a brick-layer in a poor district and the man was a colleague.  

“When you are young, you need to be like a mouse”, he shrugs, “you need many holes to 

escape”. His expression was solemn. In St Louis he had found dignity on the path to adulthood, but 

on this sandy street-corner with the other takalemon, it seemed like a distant dream again. 

* 

The image of multiple holes fits precisely with the concept of needing value multiplicity in 

order to make marginal gains. In many cases, however, marginal gains are replaced by marginal 

losses; where the burden of expectation takes a toll on young men as they struggle against structural 

barriers.  

In this chapter, I will dive deeper into the dynamic aspect of entering and exiting from 

transactional institutions by focusing on two young men and their relationship with identity and 

social adulthood in Senegal. I will explore on how the perceived boundaries of adulthood in St Louis 

are deceptively thin, how living at the margins for young people means having to negotiate and 

manifest desired personal attributes, and how mobile money as an institution provides a means of 

expanding one’s transactional repertoires but may ultimately be a temporary illusion to an economic 

structural issue.  
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This chapter will draw on the concept of youth vital conjunctures; a theory proposed by 

Johnson-Hanks (2002) which focuses on a biographical approach seeking to understand episodes or 

conjunctures of “events that have implications for people’s social relations, positions and life 

trajectories” (Langevang, 2008; p. 2040).  

7.2. Non-linear paths to social adulthood (vital conjunctures in St Louis) 

I was walking back from the Guet’n Dar with Abdou. We had been to see some of the 

fishermen as they had recently returned from their fishing expeditions to Mauritania. Many of them 

paid their respects to Abdou who knew them and their families from having taught at a local school. 

Abdou, aged 45, was treated with deference among them as a grand. This meant they would avert 

their eyes when speaking to him, and would engage in lengthy introductory comments, much of 

which was prayers of benediction in the Layenne faith. Some of the Baye-falle would take his hand 

and place it on their forehead as a greeting and sign of respect. Abdou had asked that I accompany 

him to this side of St Louis after we had been speaking of what social adulthood meant to him a few 

days prior. He had been uncharacteristically unsure of himself at the time; looking uncomfortable 

around some of his peers in our neighbourhood of the Nord. He provided a vague definition: 

“Well I’m grand but I’m not like my brother here, you understand?” 

He would repeat variations of this comment and proceed to give praise his peers while they 

smiled, knowingly, as though understanding something unsaid.  

At the docks, Abdou was a grand, of that there was no doubt. Instead of speaking nervously, 

he was comfortable and received the prayers of the young fishermen with gratitude and grace; a 

small nod and a smile, but with a distracted expression that seemed to suggest he had many other 

things he might be doing. We then returned towards the neighbourhood I was living in and spoke at 

length again about adulthood. During my time, to ask about being an “adult”, especially in French, 

elicited responses that were mainly biological or legal; “an adult is 18 years old”, “an adult is a 

person with children”, “an adult is someone who owns a house”. Many of these statements were 

normative reactions, an implicit recognition long held from historical cultural context (as explored in 

context chapter). And while they held much weight, as we shall see, adulthood was a much more 

complex status than could be understood at first glance. I began to understand that “adult” was not 

the same as the concept of grand, so I asked Abdou about this:  

“Well it’s easy to be an adult, okay? You can marry a girl and there that night you will 

become a man and an adult. But well, to be “grand”, everyone cannot be grand because it takes a lot 

of spirit. You need to be respectful, always give to the family, even if they are not here... you see me, 
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I’m always giving, almost every month I give to the family, I send them the gift that way I always 

have my hand in the village pot!” 

As we reached the end of my street, Mam Badjane, the grandmother and matriarch of the 

adjacent house, called out to Abdou. Abdou ran to her directly with an extended greeting. She then, 

distractedly, asked him if he could fetch her a bag of rice to which she gave him some money. 

Abdou, avoiding her gaze with head tilted downwards, accepted the money and bid me goodbye 

before rushing off down the street. While Abdou was 45, a mature age by cultural standards, he was 

being treated in the street as a takalemon – he would do the bidding of the inhabitants in the 

neighbourhood for small ‘gifts’ of money. Abdou had been married and had children but after losing 

his employment, and being without income for several years, Abdou was now considered a “non-

adult”. Indeed, when recounting my thoughts to my room-mate, Assane, he told me that Abdou was 

a waaxambane which translated as a non-adult person. I understood that there was no such thing as 

‘youth’, but only people waiting to be considered ‘adult’ – and that to be considered adult was when 

one would be treated with respect and achieve social recognition. I also recognised that the yearning 

for social adulthood was deep, because age in itself was not enough – and even if one could be 

considered an adult, one could just as easily lose this status. 

The story of Abdou demonstrates the concept of vital conjunctures offered by Johnson-

Hanks, elaborated in chapter 3, which provides a multi-faceted approach to analysing adulthood; 

one that was not limited to life-stages or indeed based on stepwise categories of age delineated by 

rituals. The concept of vital conjunctures is that reaching adulthood is not a linear achievement but 

is instead based on projecting several identity characteristics and attributes that can be combined or 

used in isolation and shape the conjunctural horizons for that individual. In other words, adulthood 

isn’t a biological or legal status, it is a social construct relying on specific cultural and social norms 

that determine a social relational position. Being a father, for example, can provide some amount of 

social recognition, but if that father proves unable to care for the child or to provide the means of 

consumption for his family, his status as a grand will be contested. The social attribute of fatherhood 

is but one of many attributes that can be used as a measure of social adulthood and is one that can 

be put in relief when faced with a vital conjuncture. 

The vital conjuncture itself (rather than the broader theory) refers to a moment in an 

individual’s life where several life trajectories open up simultaneously. An example of this might be 

leaving school; at this point the individual is faced with multiple visions of the future self and are 

faced with multiple options of how to get there. This is where the contextual structural elements are 

laid bare; the economic and cultural structures can limit the potential visions of the future; as 
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Johnson-Hanks (2002) suggests, the path that an individual ultimately takes, or, “the kinds of futures 

that can be mobilized” are ultimately determined “by the identity resources of the individual” – or, 

the specific social and cultural attributes and characteristics available to a young person (p. 869). 

With Abdou, his achieved social adulthood was relational - to one group but not the next; and the 

social attributes that he had manifested (fatherhood, husband) had disappeared. Abdou’s story 

presents a picture of the complexity of navigating social adulthood, the non-linearity of manifested 

attributes. 

7.3. Lamine and Cherif: experiences of digital transactions in early life 

trajectories  

Cherif grew up in St Louis in the North of the island. His father left his mother when he was 

young. Having several younger sisters and brothers, Cherif helped his mother with her income 

generating activities early in the morning and in the afternoons. Cherif remembered feeling 

ashamed that he had to go to the fish market and tend to the fish when his mother was collecting 

fish on the other side of the island. It was not seen as a “manly” activity, and his friends would make 

fun of him; calling him a “jaam”, or, “slave”. In school, he said he was bullied and it made him want 

to study more so that he could demonstrate his inner worth. 

At the age of 14, however, he was taken out of school. He began to work for his father and 

his mother, both of whom were struggling to financially support their respective households. As the 

eldest he was thus tasked with making money to see his siblings continue their schooling. At this 

point he decided he would work as hard as possible to escape a life working for his parents in St 

Louis. Along with being bullied in school, he did not want the shame of staying in his own home 

without being educated.  

“When you are young and you live at home and you work for your parents... people give you 

little recognition and... well they don’t respect you because you haven’t been able to leave... they 

don’t even look at you”  

Soon after he discontinued his schooling, Cherif was tasked by his father to sell some of the 

art his father was making to the tourists in the centre of St Louis. To do this, he said, he needed to 

appear “modern”: to speak and behave like tourists did. He began speaking to tourists on the street 

more often and improved his French by reading and speaking like French people did in television 

shows he watched. 

During this time, phones were becoming more common and Cherif managed to purchase 

himself a phone from a friend. He became obsessed with it and used it to take pictures of his father’s 
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art and of impressive places of cultural significance in St Louis; he could later show these pictures to 

tourists in order to convince them to follow him on his own tour of St Louis. When Wari, the OTC 

payment service, became accessible, he saw a chance to leave St Louis while still supporting his 

parents. He thus used the opportunity to travel to Dakar where he thought his ability to speak to 

tourists would be greatly enhanced. At the same time, the ease of transferring money meant that his 

mother and father had a greater pool of people to draw from:  

“I knew when l left they could live without me […] there was also Bouya [the brother] who 

was leaving school and my father, his wife has brothers in Fouta. My father also knows that I needed 

to leave so I could become a man in Dakar.” 

Lamine, on the other hand, was brought up in St Louis where he attended school until early 

secondary when he began absconding to play football with his friends. His mother decided to send 

him to Dakar where Lamine would live with his Aunt. Lamine remembered being handed a package 

of money by his mother; more than he had ever seen before. He was given the responsibility of 

holding onto it until he arrived at his Aunt’s house. He remembered how scared he was of losing it as 

the money was to take care of him for a long time.  

The first few years of living with his aunt he felt scared and often ashamed. He felt that he 

was being treated differently and was constantly told to clean the house and perform chores for the 

household. His time with his aunt was in a significant way his first vital conjuncture; he experienced 

the fear of being away from his household and, as his aunt would rarely wonder about where he 

was, he also began experimenting with several ways to earn money while regularly absconding from 

school. Indeed, he found that Dakar had provided many more opportunities for being a 

“debrouillard”: a hustler. He also invested himself fully into playing football. In his neighbourhood in 

Dakar, the local footballers were hailed as superstars in the streets. He remembered how they were 

the only young people who seemed to be successful, while everyone else was striving to get by. In 

the cafes and on the street, people would call them the grand of the neighbourhood, and Lamine 

was determined to reach this level of social recognition.  

He remembers when Wari was introduced and that his aunt first told him to fetch a payment 

from his mother. He felt over-joyed as he considered the money coming from her directly and he 

had missed her a lot. He felt the payment from his mother legitimized his presence in his aunt’s 

house. However, his aunt would always take the money that was transferred to Lamine and leave 

him with nothing which angered him. He would sometimes try and hide Wari transfers that he 

received from his brother so that his aunt would not find it in his room.  
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He eventually received the news that his mother was ill, and he wanted to return to be with 

her but he couldn’t afford the ticket back. His mother passed away when he was absent and he 

remembered feeling lost and angered that no one had helped him or sent him the money to travel 

to St Louis to see her in hospital. To attend the funeral, he left his aunt’s house and went to the taxi 

rank, where he begged drivers to let him on. Eventually, his brother called him and asked him to 

open a mobile money account so that he could send him money for the taxi.  

Accessing identity resources 

Cherif and Lamine’s childhood shared some foundational experiences in these narratives, 

that began to build on the social and cultural expectations placed on them, and the wider 

aspirational framework they wanted for themselves. Cherif’s status as a lower-caste individual was 

made clear to him from his early childhood experiences and impacted the way in which he would 

eventually navigate his potential “futures”. Being lower-caste meant that his opportunities for a 

range of social outcomes were limited; he would not be able to marry whoever he wished, only 

those from his own caste, he would find it difficult getting an artisan job such as a tailor or a 

mechanic. For Cherif, then, he saw the attributes associated with educational achievement to be of 

the highest value. Everyone could be accepted as a student, and as opposed to the cultural 

limitations imposed on him by his caste, he saw educational outcomes to be achievable outside of 

these limitations. When he began selling his father’s art to tourists, the importance he attached to 

being outside the restrictive cultural norms once again expressed itself: 

“With the tourists I could be myself, you see? Here in [St Louis] everyone speaks all the time, 

they say Cherif does this, Cherif does this... I always did what I could do, and there I felt more at ease 

with them”  

This approach contrasts with Lamine’s narrative considerably; where Cherif’s caste status 

meant he saw education as an institution where he was not discriminated against, Lamine saw 

schooling as a dead-end. Lamine had few examples of people in his life who had “truly made it” from 

being in schooling.  

“People go to university and then what? It is always the same, they go there and they say, 

“now I am a “grand”! But it’s not true! They are there and they eat their money every day” 

Far from being specific to Senegal, educational achievement seems not to be a stable 

predictor of gaining income in many West African countries, and as a result, many young men 

consider alternate paths to social recognition and wealth (Girsberger and Romuald, 2017). In Ghana, 

for example, young people in Accra favour playing football or engaging in music rather than 
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engaging in education as they deem the chances of gaining an income after schooling to be almost 

non-existent (Esson, 2013). When Lamine was sent to Dakar, he continued this trend of absconding 

from school – still believing that school would not offer him the opportunities he wanted. As a result, 

in his early experiences in Dakar, Lamine spent a lot of his time skipping school and being, as he 

termed it, a ‘sai sai’ – a term used to denote a certain deviousness in young men. 

These early experiences show clearly that there are multiple different types of personal 

attributes one can adopt on the pathway to social adulthood and recognition. For Lamine, the ideals 

of football were ever-present in the stories of famous Senegalese footballers who had amassed 

fortunes plying their trade. The pride associated with football was more than a personal goal, in St 

Louis footballers were highly valued people who were able to use their limited success and fame as 

important exchange registers in accessing wealth. 

The personal characteristics and attributes that make up the internally organised 

composition of a young man in St Louis is a wide portrait; as Johnson-Hanks (2002) suggests, each 

individual within each context accesses those identity resources that are available to them and 

manifests those attributes that are in line with visions of their future selves and the structural 

limitations which they navigate. The limiting caste structure meant Cherif chose to invest himself in 

institutions that represented escapes from that structure; educational achievement (a french-

speaking colonial institution) and eventually the tourist industry where his caste was unknown and 

therefore could not impede his aspirations. On the other hand, Lamine invested himself in masculine 

traits associated with football in Senegal and hoped the association would provide a stronger avenue 

for social recognition and access to wealth in the future.  

The financial “conjuncture” 

The way in which digital financial services (DFS) entered their lives is an important marker of 

the role this infrastructure has in potentially expanding both the repertoires young people have 

access to, but also the “horizons of the conjunctures”. Indeed, for both Cherif and Lamine, the ability 

to access mobile money was combined with a vital life event, one in which the possibility of 

accessing money remotely was associated with a moment where life domains came into relief. For 

Cherif, these domains were linked to his caste-status, his desire to extricate himself from caste 

ascriptions, his desire for education, and his desire to meet and interact with more Westerners. The 

introduction of these services then allowed these desires to manifest themselves as possible futures 

by enabling him to move to Dakar while still supporting his parents.  

For Lamine, mobile money came to legitimize his existence through the connection to his 

mother. It established a sense of belonging and crystallized the possibility of reaching out to others, 
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rather than disconnecting oneself. Indeed, whereas Cherif saw DFS as opportunities to escape, 

Lamine saw it as an opportunity to be drawn back to his kinship and friendship networks in St Louis.  

When speaking of a financial conjuncture, then, we begin to understand the extent to which 

life events produce outcomes in the financial practices and transactional institutions one becomes a 

part of. Cherif represents how digital financial services provided expanded repertoires, not just for 

himself, but for, as a whole, his close kinship network as they recognised the increased pool of 

resources to draw from. His parents, when introduced to Wari, almost immediately jumped onto the 

opportunity to expand traditional exchange institutions such as religious festivals and events during 

which people may ask for money. While previously the ability to access resources had been a matter 

of expending time and resources, the new system provided immediate ways to access circulating 

resources within their networks. For Cherif, this meant the onus on him to support his immediate 

kinship network was reduced; the connection between himself and his parents and brother could be 

alive and well without him being in St Louis. Indeed, the conjuncture for Cherif was the combination 

of the social structure of the caste system and the emergence of a ‘liberating’ digital financial 

infrastructure producing broader envisioned paths – an expanded conjunctural horizon. 

Lamine’s ‘financial conjuncture’ also played on the extent to which this new digital 

infrastructure impacted on his social context. Having invested in alternative pathways to adulthood 

such as a masculine, football playing identity, Lamine shirked educational trajectories. However, the 

social, economic and environmental structures of Dakar were painfully stifling to him – the 

opportunities to deviate from a respectable path were too great and his aunt’s oppressive 

relationship bore heavily on his decisions. The use of mobile money for Lamine was revelatory – 

although not in the same manner as Cherif. For him, it was an opportunity to rediscover a pathway 

to adulthood that was shaped by increased connection, and by reducing his activities which he 

considered “sai sai”; or, morally dubious.  

Thus, as we can see in these two narratives, the introduction of a more complex and 

spontaneous money transfer mechanism in Senegal did not “impact” both of these young men in the 

same way – what was altered, was the opportunities that presented themselves in the visions they 

saw of their future selves; who they wanted to be. As we shall see in the next section, this is 

especially important during “vital events”, at which time these structures and the potential futures 

they engender become even clearer.  
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7.4. Alignment and positioning of identity resources to enter into transactional 

institutions during vital conjunctures 

When Cherif moved to Dakar, he had a harder time making a living than he had expected. He 

believed he would be able to make money out of being a guide to the tourists there, as he had been 

in St Louis, but this proved not to be the case. Instead, in his small two-bedroom flat, living with five 

roommates, he began working “undignified jobs” in order to keep sending money back to his family. 

He believed at the time that their happiness was important. He would use Wari to do this and would 

attempt to send money back at least once a month.  

“it was important for me at the time; I felt I received their prayers and I was there with them 

when I sent money, you know? For me it is important to feel I am always with my family even if I am 

not there and so I would call and say, mum have you received the money or not? Have you got the 

right code? You need to have the right code to be paid! And she would always be a little scared but 

she would be happy because I was putting food there with them. But you know, when they would 

eat, I would not eat and that was hard also...” 

Cherif was working several jobs and realised early that, while being able to contribute, he 

was not able to get away from the stigmatizing social structures he had left St Louis to escape. 

Indeed, more than ever working as a labourer made him feel hateful of his situation and one day, as 

he came home tired and hungry, he was robbed outside of his house of all the earnings he had made 

from the week. He vowed to himself that he would change his life. At that point, he asked his family 

for money transferred through an Orange money account; that way he would not have to carry the 

money on him. When they sent him the money, he realised he was still young and he felt it was 

unfair that he was living with such responsibilities. So, he started soliciting money from his wider 

family network, but he would do it by soliciting gifts for ceremonies or religious festivals:  

“I would say to uncle, “please uncle can you send me money I need a boubou for the magal6”, 

you see? And my uncle he is a very devout man so he will say yes. But you see I would not buy a 

boubou because why do I need a boubou every year, I am hungry and I cannot eat a boubou so I ask 

for him to wari me money and I will buy it and to show that I am wearing something nice I will go to 

a shop and try on a boubou and put it on Facebook to show that he bought me a boubou and say 

“god bless you uncle”” 

 
6 The Grand Magal of Touba is an annual religious pilgrimage in celebration of the founder of the Muride 
brotherhood, Cheikh Amadou Bamba.  
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Cherif became adept at understanding the different members of his extended family; he 

understood that appealing to certain elements of their faith or family connections would convince 

them to send him money. He said he became a bit like their personal “bana-bana”; he would buy 

presents to give to relations in Dakar across multiple festivals or ceremonies. However, he would 

often buy a cheaper gift and keep the resulting change to himself, rationalising it by saying it was a 

sort of payment for his efforts.  

Ultimately, Cherif spoke about completing a business qualification, to which several of his 

uncles and aunts were enthusiastic about supporting him financially. As such, Cherif would routinely 

solicit funds in order to pay the college fees; however, there were no college fees as he was not 

enrolled. During this time, he was busy performing small and free jobs as an aspiring photographer. 

He made a wide array of contacts but was never or very infrequently paid for his work. To Cherif, this 

was the same as completing a business qualification, and so he did not feel guilty over misleading his 

family.  

Cherif was still living in his small flat, and recounted stopping using mobile money around his 

roommates, as this was making them progressively suspicious. Cherif knew that they would ask him 

for money, and he knew that keeping the money in his room would invite his flat mates to look for it. 

As a result, he kept increasing amounts of money on his mobile money account.  

In contrast to Cherif, Lamine’s opportunities did not expand when he returned to St Louis, 

but reduced. He had returned without bringing gifts to his family or having achieved anything in 

Dakar. He felt like a burden to his family and was shunned by his family members. Indeed, they 

would rarely speak of him or to him, would never wait for him for dinner and rarely looked him in 

the eye. In the household, he was in the lowest social position: 

“Well, it is hard because we try to be someone but how should we do? We have nothing, 

nothing, nothing – we can do nothing in Dakar, nothing here, we have only our minds and our hand 

but even our hand we cannot do anything because otherwise the family will talk, you see?” 

Lamine was referring to “dirty work” which involved construction work or labouring in the 

fields; a job that would result in shame being placed on him and by association, his family. He 

became a takalemon and sat on the curb on the street doing odd jobs for neighbours. Eventually, he 

immersed himself into religion, as a devout Baye-falle. He brewed coffee for people in the 

community during religious events and would take part in all-night chants with his fellow believers. 

His uncle took notice, and one day asked him if he wanted to become an electrician, to which 
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Lamine agreed. Lamine became his uncle’s disciple and began receiving payments to study the trade 

of an electrician.  

When he first came back from Dakar, Lamine never used his mobile money account; he had 

no use for it. If anything, he said it was a reminder of how he had failed to become something bigger 

in Dakar. Instead, he relied on hand-to-hand payments. However, as he progressively learned how to 

be an electrician, he began to receive money by taking care of small jobs in the neighbourhood. At 

the time, the football world cup was in full swing, and Lamine became requested all over in order to 

pirate tv channels into people’s homes. As his income rose, Lamine began using mobile money more 

often for a range of purchases. During one of these occasions, I was walking with him in the street 

when we came across a stall selling t-shirts. Lamine knew the seller, and after a small discussion he 

took out his phone and began sending the seller 8000 CFA to purchase the t-shirt. The seller was 

overjoyed when he received the notification, showering praises on Lamine. In return, Lamine smiled 

but casually shook his hand saying he would retrieve the shirt another day.  

While the football world cup raged on, so did the preparations for the end of Ramadan, the 

Eid, during which time each household would dress their best and slaughter a goat. Lamine took this 

occasion to contact his family and friends and to send them money. Still a devout baye-falle, he no 

longer felt isolated and was becoming a grand in the eyes of many of those in the neighbourhood. 

People would call his name and greet him in the street, and mam Badjaane and the other members 

in the household would wait patiently to serve him dinner in the evenings.  

Value multiplicity and progressive navigation of life domains 

The way in which mobile money is integrated into vital life events is clear in these narratives; 

‘financial conjunctures’ emerge from the change of life circumstance and the broadening access to 

the financial infrastructure that expand registers and in turn, the conjunctural horizons.  

Cherif’s key vital life event was to move from home; an event that is increasingly common in 

Senegal and around West Africa. Indeed, the pressures to migrate are clearly visible when looking at 

vital conjunctures of young people in St Louis: at a certain point in their lives, most of my informants 

considered leaving St Louis – either to Dakar or to Mauritania to take part in seasonal fishing 

activities. This is one of the most important elements to have emerged from research with young 

people throughout West Africa (see: Ungruhe, 2010; Mondain and Diagne, 2013 (a); Mondain and 

Diagne, 2013 (b); Sinatti, 2014; Juarez, et al. 2013). In Senegal specifically, research has noted the 

increasing social and material pressures on young people to emigrate to find employment 

elsewhere. Indeed, in the interviews collected, migration was a key element in finding work not 

simply in order to access material resources but in order to secure one’s social position in one’s natal 
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neighbourhood. Ultimately, Cherif’s journey to Dakar was shaped by similar social norms; the desire 

to manifest and achieve a ‘rite of passage’ in order to both provide evidence as to his social worth 

and in a desire to escape his stigmatized caste status in St Louis. 

When facing a vital conjuncture, Johnson-Hanks (2002) suggests that multiple life domains 

become intertwined and increasingly clear to the individual. These life domains are specific to local 

social and cultural norms; however, she argues, one can find similarities relating to the identities 

young people are typically negotiating at the time throughout West Africa. She argues that, at this 

time, identities such as being a daughter, an adult, a wife or other attributes such as being an 

educated person, or a westernised person will each play a role in defining the choices young people 

make in moments when they are faced with life trajectory decisions.  

For Cherif, these life domains were multiple; being a responsible son, being from a lower 

caste, appealing to a Western/modern identity as well as an educated identity; all of these domains 

were the foundation of the choices he made during his time in Dakar, particularly at the start. He 

began by attaching a large amount of importance to sending money home, and in so-doing 

attempted to become an adult in the eyes of his family. Cherif, however, was always haunted by his 

lower-caste status and so leaned on the financial infrastructure and expectations of wealth 

circulation to expand his possibilities in Dakar. 

Similarly, Lamine battled with masculinity as a defining characteristic of young men in St 

Louis; his return was something he considered disappointing, and his subsequent treatment 

reinforced his low status in the family. Indeed, research has noted how young men returning 

without any wealth to circulate among social and kinship face stigma and societal shame as a result 

(Tiemoko, 2004).  

To Lamine, the life domains he struggled with were very similar; how to be a respectable 

family member, how to earn money without risking his dignity and that of his family? A domain that 

became increasingly important to rely on was that of religion; specifically, the Baye-falle 

brotherhood which many young people became a part of. There was a brotherhood and solidarity in 

the Baye-falle community that obviated the need for money; the Baye-falle were above material 

considerations. This mentality allowed Lamine to be considered, not a destitute young person out of 

work, but a devout and pious young man with strongly held ideals. It also allowed him to be 

approached by his uncle and enter into discipleship relationship whereby Lamine would praise his 

uncle and be supported by him in return. In defining the vital conjuncture, it is possible to 

understand the extent to which his decision to look to religion in his time of need was the result of 
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the sudden change in his circumstances, his desire to be considered as a mature person and the 

socio-religious structure that made space for a possible sponsorship to occur. 

The extent to which this happened as a structural result of these factors is an important 

aspect of considering Johnson-Hank’s conceptual framework; while she argues that intentional 

action is informed by current uncertainty and visions of the future self, it is not as clear the time 

scale during which these actions manifest themselves and the extent to which actions based on 

conjunctural horizons are elaborated over time. For Lamine and Cherif, their decisions became clear 

– not in a single moment but as they navigated progressively through these separate life domains. In 

other words, each of the social and cultural attributes that were attached to the achievement of a 

social adulthood they engaged with, at one point or another, in their life. The nuance is that these 

orientations were much the same as the navigation of value multiplicity; while Cherif chose to be 

seen as educated in order to solicit resources from his wider family, Lamine looked to religion to 

increase his social worth and standing in the community. These are both life domains as well as, as 

we saw in the previous chapters, important exchange registers from which scalar judgements are 

made. Indeed, these registers are crucial to several of the outlined transactional institutions 

including the discipleship transactional institution as described in chapter 6, and with Cherif, the 

educational financial support is a transactional practice that is so widespread in Senegal so as to 

represent an institution in and of itself.  

As such, it is possible to understand vital conjunctures as moments in which individuals 

progressively navigate life domains and, in the case of young people in St Louis and Dakar, find and 

enter into transactional institutions by manifesting exchange registers. Critically, these need not be 

limited to one or two, but can be used simultaneously. Indeed, Cherif used his status as a student as 

well as his appealing to the religious devotees in his family in order to draw conversions between 

registers; religious ‘gifts’ into money he could use for his own gains. This particular exchange has 

been noted in other research, such as Kusimba et al. (2013). This type of navigational use of 

transactional institutions is precisely the notion of young people making ‘marginal gains’; making 

conversions between registers and doing so by manifesting cultural properties that are crucial for 

young people at the margins. 

Vital events and digital financial infrastructure  

Mobile money, in both Lamine and Cherif’s lives, was used as an extension of their social 

recognition. Indeed, using mobile money in and of itself can happen even by those who seldom used 

it. Among my other informants in St Louis, specifically those who never registered accounts, they 

would occasionally use a friend’s account to receive money as a gift from a well-meaning friend or 
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family member. To use a mobile money account regularly, however, does not depend solely on the 

ability to earn money, as we see with Cherif, but will often depend on one’s ability to navigate and 

use pertinent exchange registers.  

Cherif, through his use of various registers, managed to receive a steady income stream and 

kept it on his mobile money account. Determining his ability to do this was his social worth which he 

kept adding to by virtue of adopting a religious identity and other times relying on his stated 

educational achievements. Using mobile money (as opposed to Wari) was purposeful for two 

reasons. The first was environmental – a structural element that is important when considering the 

use of mobile money; living in an unsafe area meant carrying it in a virtual account was prudent. 

However, the second element is more important; the social norm of circulating money between 

friends was a crucial element to all friendship groups I observed. Mobile money came as a subversive 

intrusion into established transactional institutions. Indeed, the sharing of money and resources 

among young men is a way in which they relate to each other – their shared circumstances mean 

they often desire and manifest solidarity. The desire to accumulate wealth by one’s own then, was 

present in mobile money’s virtual account, an unseen and disruptive power within this friendship 

group. Consequently, while his social worth in the eyes of his extended kinship in St Louis was 

expanding – all be it duplicitously - his relationship with his roommates was deteriorating. 

The second is related to the developing norms and practices surrounding mobile money as a 

transactional institution. The act of using phones in West Africa is heavily symbolic of Westernised 

and technologically developed identity, as well as a possibility of the earning potential of an 

individual; particularly among young people (Archambault, 2012). The act of soliciting money on 

mobile money platforms then added an intrinsic value to the exchange; symbolic layers of meaning 

that expressed a Westernised, ‘busy’, networked, and promising young man, as seen in the teka-

tout-deal of St Louis. Indeed, the use of mobile money is not just useful as a tool but, as with this 

instance, can be an added register; a type of value associated with a transaction and is socially 

sanctioned by repeated manifestations of the exchange. In this example, both Lamine and Cherif 

manifest their upward social trajectory by the use of mobile money. 

Lamine’s ‘vital event’ did not immediately translate into using mobile money; in fact, it did 

the opposite – it lowered his social standing and the less he was able to access wealth from his wider 

family, the less of a purpose he had for using it. However, along with an increase in access to 

finances from odd jobs as an electrician, came a widening repertoire of exchanges. Lamine felt 

progressively included in his kinship networks, and as is customary for a young man progressing into 

social adulthood, he used mobile money to contribute to that network and in doing-so, manifested 
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those cultural attributes that he pursued and invested in. Namely, the ideal of contributing to one’s 

kin.  

Whereas both Cherif and Lamine faced junctures; the extent to which mobile money as an 

institution contributed to the choices they made was limited to the wider opportunities they had 

access to; the structural limitations. This is when Johnson-Hanks’ (2002) focus on structure is crucial 

in understanding young people’s transactional choices; social structures defined the extent to which 

registers could be used by both young men – the caste-system defined to a large extent Cheris’s 

desire to escape St Louis and begin to accumulate money by himself, whereas the traditional ideal 

Lamine desired was the opposite; to contribute and circulate as much money as he could once he 

had earned it. So, while the social and cultural structures that exist provided the basis on which life 

trajectories are formed and through which identities are negotiated; the agency of the social actors 

are still able to be seen and the variety of pathways are not reducible to social structural outcomes 

alone.  

7.5. The duplicity of mobile money 

As Cherif’s housemates became increasingly suspicious to the point of being hostile of 

Cherif, he needed to make important decisions about his life: he could either invest all the money he 

saved from his family contributions into a good camera that took videos and high-definition pictures, 

or, he could start to repay his many debts that he was incurring from his family and friends. On the 

one hand, the camera would allow him to further his career and allow him to network with multiple 

agencies in and around Dakar, which had been his goal for the previous two years. On the other, he 

became aware that people in St Louis doubted that he had been studying for a business qualification 

and were beginning to be upset at what they thought was a lack of communication from his part. His 

choice then, was whether he wanted to invest in himself from a career perspective or to be more 

integrated into his communal networks. Ultimately, he chose to buy the camera and with a larger 

portfolio of pictures, applied to several local charities and international aid organisations for a 

variety of projects. Eventually, Cherif was taken on as a paid intern in an NGO and was tasked with 

accompanying American tourists to various impoverished locations around Dakar. As he did, news of 

his whereabouts and his internship eventually reached some of the wider family who became upset 

that he was not contributing to the family. At the time, I lived with Cherif’s family in St Louis and 

remember speaking about this with his mother and brother. They did not want to speak about him, 

and would constantly tell me: “Him, it’s not even worth considering – you see?” 

That last time I saw Cherif was back in St Louis, where most of the neighbourhood now 

ignored him. I had asked how he felt about this, and he said that they were jealous of him. He was 
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now being hired by the company and his photographs had been used in several reports and 

publications. However, he said that most young men spent their money to become grand in the 

area, whereas he was already focused on needing to buy a better camera. He said:  

“Well, if they want to stay here [St Louis] and buy boubous for their friends or to spend all 

their money on games or drink ‘attaya’ all day, that’s for them… but me, to grow I need to spend for 

me… it’s difficult but I need to do it, but you know when I’ll succeed after, then they’ll change their 

minds for sure…” 

Lamine also saw a major change in his life when his uncle tragically passed away and thus 

saw his financial support dry up. He found himself being on the edge of social adulthood; having 

acquired a certain amount of renown around his friends and family who began to see him as 

potentially entering social adulthood and beginning to contribute to kinship networks monetarily. 

This all evaporated; the money he was earning he spent and needed to borrow more to pay his final 

tuition fees. Being in debt, he needed to earn more money from his employment as an electrician 

but these had dried up now that the world cup had passed and few people were interested in 

installing satellite dishes.  

The money he had earned he had quickly spent; but had never entered ‘traditional’ 

reciprocal exchange relations. When he was earning, he felt close to being able to start saving for 

after his qualification, but without backing and no one else willing to sponsor him he quickly fell back 

into performing takalemon jobs. Ultimately, he could not pay for the rest of the year and his 

grandmother suggested he move back to Dakar. 

When in Dakar, we spoke after 8 months of not having seen each other. He was earning 

some money doing ‘dirty work’ construction and rarely used his mobile money account to send what 

he was earning to his aunt in St Louis who had become ill. He said he had incurred debt and felt 

responsible for their difficulties. At the same time, his friends and previous girlfriends who had seen 

him at the height of his social status were asking him for money. He had amassed a significant social 

following while he was circulating money that he felt he could no longer support.  

The yearning for social adulthood and the expansion of registers 

As both Lamine and Cherif’s narratives suggest, mobile money use in Senegal can be 

associated symbolically to being a grand or on a trajectory to becoming one. Being a grand, the 

synonym to achieving social adulthood in St Louis, is a complex destination to ‘reach’. One can be a 

grand in multiple ways, by earning money and distributing it, by picking up prestige as an educated 

young man, by playing football at a high level – many of these are predicated and involved with 
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wealth and income. The circulation of money is more than a narrow consideration of wealth, 

however; it represents a destination, or, as Guyer would call it, a ‘social direction’ (2004). The use of 

wealth in exchanges across registers and transactional institutions is an important marker of the 

cultural attributes that an individual is manifesting, often in the attempt to reach a future vision of 

oneself. For young men, that vision is of a social adulthood; a level of social connectedness that 

means they are “considered”; thought of and respected in their communities.  

The desire to become this, as we see in the narratives above, can be an overbearing urge to 

many young people who experience an economic landscape of job scarcity and uncertainty. Young 

people may see years pass and the feeling of uselessness begins to take hold. Indeed, that feeling 

has been described in multiple ways, as research has shown in other countries such as the concept 

of “timepass” from India (Jeffrey, 2010). The impetus to escape these feelings once the individual 

begins to earn an income is very strong, as Lamine demonstrates. Upon securing training as an 

electrician and earning money he almost immediately began circulating money to his family and 

friends. These actions had the consequence of directly improving his social standing in the 

community; and gave him the experience of achieving a sense of social adulthood. It was not 

coincidental that he would send money via his Orange money account; his income guaranteed his 

ability to manifest his social worth in the form of a technological and modern tool such as mobile 

money with its symbolic properties. When his income sources dried up, his use of mobile money 

similarly stopped – he did not keep money on his account, nor did he receive any. His use of mobile 

money then, provided him with a fleeting experience of having achieved the status of ‘grand’. That 

feeling was short-lived; the use of mobile money to send money is always precariously built on the 

ability to access more wealth. As such, the manifestation of those cultural attributes he so desired - 

the responsible, contributing family member – was directed towards an easy and efficient method to 

directly contribute funds to others. Mobile money, then, as a tool may be used to fulfil this intention 

as an exchange register within which one converts money into social worth. The duplicity is found in 

mobile money’s alluring ability to gain social standing; the use of mobile money to participate in 

these transactional networks and institutions may be premature, particularly if the individual is 

unable to continue to contribute over time. 

The opposite behaviour, depicted in Cherif’s atypical mobile money use, is to accumulate 

money without circulating it through one’s social and kinship networks and rather, invest in their 

self-employment potential. This behaviour was rare among my informants, and even Cherif’s 

narrative above was informed by many informal interviews with his family and friends to understand 

the whole story. To accumulate money by oneself, in Senegal, and not to distribute it, is considered 

to subvert social and cultural norms; not to mention religious values of generosity and solidarity. The 
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pressures to circulate money rather than reinvest is an emerging theme in recent qualitative 

research on mobile money, such as Kusimba’s (2021) notion of ‘strategic ignorance’ whereby people 

adopted strategies to minimise pressures to contribute to social and kinship networks, or research in 

Kenya where men claimed mobile money was a “blessing and a curse” (Mintz-Roth, 2018; p.4). The 

blessing was that mobile money could be used to save, send, and invest in businesses; but along 

with this capability came the pressure to remit and prove one’s ‘earning potential’. When men could 

not prove their earning potential, they were shunned by their social and kinship networks. Likewise, 

if one chooses to save rather than reinvest, the earning potential is squandered.  

Cherif’s mobile practices went against the normative duty to demonstrate his earning 

potential, partly driven by the injustice of his experience with his caste. For Cherif, mobile money 

provided him the opportunity to escape from the over-bearing social norms of wealth circulation to 

which his friends and wider family adhered. While at first this seemed to him an important part of 

his move to Dakar, the zone of ‘structured possibility’ derived from his caste status and expanded 

registers he had access to meant it was possible for him to envision a different life. His decision to 

eventually save money and invest in a camera afforded him great career opportunities on the one 

hand, and social resentment on the other for choosing subvert social and cultural expectations on 

wealth circulation in kinship networks.  

7.6. Conclusion 

These life histories illuminate how transactional institutions and exchange registers intersect 

with the development of a young man in St Louis and Dakar in his path towards social adulthood. 

The value multiplicity discussed in the previous chapter takes on additional meaning in 

understanding how young men navigate social and cultural attributes to, likewise, place themselves 

in positions whereby they might make gains from the margins of adulthood. Indeed, in their early 

lives Lamine and Cherif both adapted to the social and cultural structures they lived in and latched 

onto identity resources that promised prosperous futures. The path towards social adulthood, 

however, was not linear and was fraught with difficulty.  

Examining their lives chronologically and their experiences with growing access to financial 

services in Senegal provided a further understanding of how their repertoires sometimes broadened 

and sometimes reduced in scope. The concept of youth financial conjunctures came out of this 

interplay; between conjunctural horizons and exchange repertoires. As these young men pursued 

future visions of themselves, these visions were both moulded by and contributed to exchange 

repertoires which were heavily influenced by the existence of mobile money and DFS more widely.  
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Indeed, navigating social domains and manifesting cultural attributes to “find holes to 

escape” is not a straightforward and risk-free strategy; it is a constant process of renegotiating one’s 

conjunctural horizons. For both Lamine and Cherif their visions of social adulthood brought them to 

two very different life trajectories marked by insecurity and non-linear experiences of social 

adulthood. The navigation of vital conjunctures involved accessing varied registers and transactional 

institutions in order to achieve desired outcomes. These choices shed light on mobile money’s role 

during these moments; to expand conjunctural horizons. The process involved the broadening of 

repertoires without which these envisioned possibilities could not happen. However, while the 

conjunctural horizon is impacted by mobile money’s broadening effects; they remain only 

“possibilities” of future selves; an illusion that masks the fact that access to recurrent resources is 

challenging and the use of mobile money is only sustained by circulation of wealth. Indeed, this 

marked the duplicity and potential ‘marginal losses’ in mobile money use; the allure of achieving 

social adulthood can produce unintended pitfalls when entering into unsustainable contributions in 

social and kinship networks. Moreover, when a young man such as Cherif invested in himself in 

order to increase his earning potential and future career, elements which might be considered to 

bring him closer to socially accepted notions of adulthood, he nevertheless was faced with an 

experience of being shunned and ‘not being considered’ by his social relations. The experience was 

mirrored by Lamine, where his fall from being grand left him with a feeling of fading away. These 

experiences and the discrete use of mobile money to navigate ‘visibility’ in social and kinship 

networks, is an additional element that needs to be considered above the conception of social 

adulthood.  
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8.  Social adulthood and social becoming in socio-religious and 

digital spaces 

8.1. Introduction 

The preceding chapter explored how reaching social adulthood for young men in St Louis is a 

process of navigating desired transactional registers and identity attributes. Through engaging in 

these registers and expressing the necessary identity attributes, young men expanded their 

conjunctural horizons, the vision of possibilities that emerge from agentic choices and the existing 

social and cultural structures. The combination of vital conjunctures and marginal gains provided a 

useful lens to explore, in the context of marginalised young men, the role of mobile money. Mobile 

money represented a transactional institution and a register that provided several opportunities for 

young men; the discretionary power and symbolic elements associated with it could translate into 

transactional behaviours that produced gains on their terms. Equally, however, expanded 

conjunctural horizons can produce losses, as the ‘duplicity’ of mobile money demonstrates. These 

narratives highlight that certain social adulthood attributes, such as economic independence and the 

ability to contribution financially to one’s social and kinship networks, are identity attributes that 

may be won and lost. Social adulthood, in this sense, is a precarious status, requiring consistent 

performances to ensure one’s status is not lost.  

On the other hand, young men’s experiences in the research demonstrate that one may 

express identity attributes associated with social adulthood, and yet still lose social and kinship 

connections if these attributes are not circulated. Indeed, as seen in the previous chapter, gainful 

employment is an important marker of social adulthood in St Louis. However, if such a status is not 

utilised in a social relational manner that translates into social adulthood, young men begin to feel a 

sense of loss. 

Rather than social adulthood, then, the concepts of erasure and social becoming resonate 

strongly for young men in St Louis, particularly those for whom the inability to repeatedly manifest 

social adulthood entails a loss of self in their respective social and kinship networks. Indeed, the 

empirical research suggests that social becoming is broader and more immediate in scope than 

adulthood; recognising the multiple pathways within which young men feel their presence expanded 

and circulated in social networks. This chapter explores this concept by focussing on the experiences 

of young men’s transactions in religious and social registers, and identifying both marginal ‘gains’ 

and marginal ‘losses’. Within socio-religious registers, the use of mobile money provides a sense of 
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expansion of the self, such as in “having a hand in the village pot”, but may also bring losses, such as 

in the inability to engage in digital platforms and thereby contributing to a loss of self in both 

physical and digital spaces.  

The lens of social becoming thus furthers the analysis of young men’s mobile money 

transactions by focussing on complementary elements: the importance of being ‘present’ for young 

men, and the potential for loss in digital spheres. Indeed, moving from exploring social becoming in 

socio-religious registers, this chapter explores digital social becoming and how virtual spaces open 

possibilities for new spaces of visibility and invisibility, further contributing to experiences of 

marginalisation for young men.   

8.2. “When the Tabaski comes you don’t have one aunt, you have a hundred”: 

The experience of Tabaski from the margins 

The Tabaski is a festival based on Islamic beliefs commemorating the prophet Ibrahim’s 

decision to follow God’s command and sacrifice his son Ishmael on top of a mountain. In rewarding 

Ibrahim’s obedience, God replaced his son with a ram. One month before the Tabaski in Senegal, on 

the 14th of August, I am sat next to Aliou; a takalemon from the Nord. He tells me the Tabaski is 

about family and about being obedient to God and being rewarded for it in return. I look at him and I 

ask him if he feels rewarded during the Tabaski. He looks at me and chuckles and tells me the 

celebration for him and his friends feels more like hell than heaven: 

“When you’re young you need to fight for people to consider you… And when you get money, 

and the Tabaski comes, suddenly you don’t have one aunt, you have a hundred” 

While he wears a smile, his eyes look tired and sullen. His expression was one increasingly 

worn on my young informants’ faces approaching this highly popular festival.  

The Tabaski should be a day of celebration, I am told by Mam Djorr, one of Aliou’s many 

aunts, but now it’s all about money. She is sitting on her ornate mats outside the back gate. 

Traditionally, the Tabaski was a time when family would get together and would laugh and celebrate 

the sacrifice of a ram. But there is so much pressure on young men to contribute financially that 

many don’t stay with the family very long, they move from house to house and offer to sacrifice the 

ram. Relatives and friends will not stop calling asking for small amounts of money to buy gifts. As we 

speak her phone beeps, she shakes her head; “I never should have opened an Orange money 

account”.   

With the religious festival approaching, a sense of excitement and gloom is in the air. All the 

Sufi brotherhoods, whether Layen, Tijani, Muride or otherwise, are preparing widespread 
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ceremonies and days of prayer. For many of my young informants, their brotherhoods give them 

palpable feelings of purpose and meaning in their lives. On the other hand, for many of them, they 

will have to face the ceremonies in their households without gifts. Indeed, during the Tabaski it is 

traditional for men to purchase sacrificial sheep for their wives or families. This sheep then becomes 

the central focus point of the day of ceremony as it is skinned, cooked, and fed to the various visitors 

stopping by to give thanks and enforce their shared social ties. Buying a goat for a family is the 

highest honour one can bestow, Aliou tells me. To do this, however, takes a lot of money. As a 

result, young men who have no income will, at this time, begin to call their social and kinship 

networks seeking to call in favours or ask for favours in an ever-increasing frantic attempt to 

purchase gifts for their family. 

Two weeks before the festival Aliou and I are walking past the markets when a small scuffle 

breaks out. A young man and a stall vendor were arguing about the price of a basket. Aliou tells me 

that the teachings of Islam force no one to give a ram as a present if they cannot afford it. Instead, 

one should give as much as she or he is able to afford without inflicting harm upon themselves or 

others. As a result, the amount one gives during this festival, translates into the relative wealth or 

access to resources of the individual. For young men like Aliou who was eager to be considered an 

adult, his ability to gift was crucial.  

The next two weeks, I met with Aliou frequently. He was attempting to contact some of his 

cousins who lived in the Fouta region and ask for money. As the festival drew closer, he grew more 

worried and withdrawn, clutching at his phone constantly. He told me that people were not 

answering their phones anymore. The day of the Tabaski I saw Aliou for a few minutes at Mam 

Djorr’s house. He was helping to clean up some of the blood from the slaughter. After the slaughter 

was done, he told us he was to go give prayers and left. I asked Mam Djorr about Aliou and why he 

hadn’t stayed. She told me we wouldn’t wait for him to eat the celebratory meal.  

A few days later I received a message from him. He had had access to the internet which was 

uncommon. I met him on the street curb as usual. He wasn’t talkative – but was looking through his 

Facebook feed. On it I noticed one of his friends from the neighbourhood, standing alongside a 

slaughtered ram. Asking about him, Aliou looks a little weary. He tells me that the man in the picture 

had received money from his cousin in Dakar, and he had used the money to buy a ram for his 

family. He said that God had blessed him on this Tabaski. I asked if he had been able to purchase 

anyone gifts and he told me of previous years when he had. He told me of the boubous that he had 

bought for his younger sister, and of the shoes he had bought for his brother. This year, however, he 

had not been able. Looking at his phone, he told me: “next year, Inchallah [god willing]”.  
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8.3. Social becoming and erasure 

Aliou’s experience of the Tabaski reflects the experiences of most of the informants in this 

research. Many of the young men I spoke with were never able to use mobile money in any 

significant way. Most takalemon had heard about mobile money and had used it once or twice but 

mostly lacked the means to do so. During ceremonies or religious festivals, however, when young 

men’s social statuses were evaluated by gifts or contributions, mobile money was thrust towards 

them as a potential life-line to acquire the resources needed for themselves and their families. When 

failing to acquire the resources, there were few ‘gains’ that could be derived. The sense of loss that 

was felt is akin to the findings of Kusimba et al (2013) who found that Kenyan families would 

consider relatives who stopped remitting as “becoming lost” (p. 26). 

This expression echoed a linguistic formulation when exploring this side of the ‘marginal 

losses’ experience for young men: that of being ‘not-considered’. In anthropological literature on 

youth in Africa, this theme emerges in much research; “youth boredom” (Mains, 2007), “lost 

generation” (O’Brien, 2003), “precarious leisure” (Batchelor et al., 2020), among others. Several of 

my informants - throughout the research - framed this as a sense of not being “considered”, often as 

a result of being resource poor. This was the case when discussing Abdou’s relationship with his 

previous wife, after he was unable to support her financially anymore: 

“The other day I saw her and I tried to speak to her but she wouldn’t see me – and for the 

family it was the same, I’m not considered anymore” 

This phenomenon was likewise visible in how Moussa, a takalemon from the local 

neighbourhood, and his family treated Moussa’s two brothers. One of the brothers lived in Spain 

and had been sending home remittances almost every month for several years. The way in which 

Moussa’s family spoke about this brother was as though he was still in the neighbourhood; he was 

an almost constant presence. At one point the brother had suggested he would return to St Louis 

and the family spoke of nothing else for weeks. It was only after several months of knowing Moussa 

that I heard from another local takalemon that his brother had returned. Upon asking Moussa, he 

said that it wasn’t the brother who lived in Spain that had returned, but another brother that had 

migrated to Morocco. While I was spending much of my time between three groups of young men, 

this news shocked me as I had not heard of it. When explaining this, he told me that his “other” 

brother shouldn’t be “considered”:  

 “Not him, he is never there – and he always asks but when he comes he doesn’t even have 

the [financial support], you see? Mam Khady, when he returns, she will not wait for him to eat!” 
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Far from being an isolated phenomenon, there is abundant research into ‘becoming lost’ in 

social and cultural anthropology. Munn (1986) described this process as “stopped becoming”; 

whereby a social actor would see their ability to produce, or social capacity to act, rendered inert. 

Earlier missionary ethnographic research described it as a state of “arrested becoming” (Willoughby, 

1932; p.227). Comaroff and Comaroff (2001) speak of the term sehini; which translates to “death 

pollution” (p. 273).  They suggest, the term “speaks of an erasure of self-determination, of empty 

shells of humanity who toil mindlessly for others; of a slippage into the passive, past tense” (p. 273). 

This, as a result of the inability to properly “become”; which reflects heavily in the experiences of 

many of the young men in my research. 

“Social becoming”, then, highlights a different facet of young men’s experiences as an 

outcome of transactions or the lack of transactions; the reality that young men experience their 

“selves” as existing in relation to social and kinship networks. Indeed, the concept of vital 

conjunctures highlights the agentic acts of young people navigating their identity resources, social 

becoming highlights the social structures and norms that impact the recognition of the self. Rather 

than focussing on navigating adulthood; it provides a lens to analyse the experience of being in 

exchange networks.  

8.4. Social becoming in religious registers 

In recognising the multiple pathways in which young men feel their sense of ‘self’ expanded 

in social networks, exploring the experiences of religious transactional institutions and registers 

illuminates the ways in which mobile money can provide a sense of presence and being; and how 

these can be further cemented in mobile money use.  

Tawfekh: social becoming in religious registers 

The first of these transactional institutions were dahiraa monetary contributions and 

participation. Dahiraas in scholarly literature have been termed ambiguously as “structures of 

collective allegiance” (Villalon, 1995; p. 150). However, as Villalon(1995) goes on to say, the dahiraas 

are much more than these as they represent a particularly “Senegalese mode of urban Sufism” (p. 

151). Dilley (2011) suggests that they are forms of “social organisation […] a type of voluntary 

association organised by residents of a neighbourhood, by workers in the same factory or business 

enterprise, or by students at university” (p. 185). While dahiraas may involve a number of particular 

practices such as organised and structured meetings around specific Sufi teachings, songs, or other 

devotional activities, they often involve fundraising activities. The religious registers in dahiraas 

were wide and non-exclusive and included adherence to religious precepts such as generosity, 

kindness, devoutness to their followed disciple and marabout, or simply the time devoted to 
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religious activities. Each of these represented potential registers to be accessed in transactions of a 

religious nature. Dahiraas are thus the transactional institutions within which these transactions 

occur.  

Moussa, a devout Baye-falle, follower of the prophet Amadou Bamba, would meet with 

dahiraas of several different kinds. The first were groups of young men that would organise to 

purchase the equipment and ingredients necessary to make batches of high caffeine sugary tea. The 

organisation of this dahiraa was one of a religious character but different in practice than those he 

would join in with singers and drummers and sing long into a Thursday night, welcoming the Friday – 

the day of prayer. Indeed, with the tea-making dahiraa, the people he met were his peer group; 

young takalemon from the neighbourhood that brought together small amounts of money which 

often amounted to all of their savings over the last few days or even weeks.  

When takalemon such as Moussa, discussed being part of dahiraas, their intentions to take 

part in these were fuelled by a desire to contribute regardless of the amount that they put in. The 

exchange taking part was less driven by a desire to accumulate wealth, than to achieve a sense of 

brotherly solidarity with those that were as lacking in resources as he was. 

 “With tea it’s a little different since we are capable of being with [Amadou] Bamba 

throughout our difficulties – and people see us like that, they say that we have no money, that we 

have nothing but we will still work because that’s how we are!” 

These tea-making dahiraas were spaces within which transactions were made across 

registers that reinforced one-another’s religious devoutness among the neighbourhood. The 

contribution of tea, aided in placing themselves within other members’ social lives, and thus 

provided a way in which they rationalised their presence without the need to contribute materially. 

Whereas these may be understood to be ‘marginal gains’, the gains are nonetheless non-monetary. 

However, the collective reinforcement of each other’s presence was a way in which they felt 

needed, and thus produce an experience of social becoming; of warding off the sensation of, as 

Munn (1986) describes it, “social unbecoming” (p. 50). 

On the other hand, another young teka-tout-deal, Modou, had very different relationships 

with dahiraas. When speaking to Modou about how he engaged with dahiraas, Modou said that he 

often engaged over social media, specifically WhatsApp and Facebook groups. Modou primarily 

contributed money to dahiraas via mobile money to different accounts according to the topic of the 

Friday prayer but would invariably “donate” or “contribute” to one of several types of dahiraas. 

Indeed, I say types as, similarly to Lamine, each of the WhatsApp groups were vastly different with 
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some observing strict rules of meetings in physical locations whereas others were spread around 

Senegal; using primarily digital means to connect with one another over different matters, 

sometimes tenuously linked to religious issues. For example, one particular dahiraa group that 

Modou belonged to was an online discussion of the ways in which Sufi teachings made sense of rap 

and hip-hop lyrics in West Africa. The young men were putting different rap lyrices together and 

linking these with the words of the prophet. Occasionally, they would agree to send money to one of 

the members so that they could support that artist, or to donate to a cause that the artist was 

supporting. This type of transaction and outcome was identified in Kusimba et al’s (2013) research in 

which they noticed that mobile money could be used as a tool from “individuals who see themselves 

as parts of groups or collectivities” (p. 2). Within these religious registers, a geographically dislocated 

collectivity was able to form, and each person’s contribution was a way in which they asserted 

themselves within these collectivities: 

“Well in those groups there, we have to give because we have the responsibility […] because 

when you have you need to give, otherwise you are lost” 

These collectivities then seem to establish a sense of becoming to the informants who find it 

inconvenient or difficult to assert themselves in other social or kinship networks or perhaps, as we 

saw with Cherif in chapter 7, don’t want to. Indeed, in using mobile money to circulate funds 

through virtual dahiraas, Modou wasn’t attempting to establish a sense of social adulthood as 

reaching social adulthood often meant having to engage in over-bearing reciprocal monetary 

relationships – particularly in kinship networks. Rather, Modou’s decisions to contribute small 

amounts through these groups allowed him to feel a sense of purpose – an experience he described 

as “you have more of a say and people, they respect your voice in the groups and you feel more like 

you are living”. 

Animism and exchange at the margins 

Another important type of religious transactional institution among young men in St Louis 

was the consultation with marabouts regarding; societal or personal desires that were going unmet; 

spirits that were being troublesome; and, protection against curses of various different natures. 

During my time in St Louis, I noticed that the sale of animist bracelets and necklaces (called gris-gris) 

were a common occurrence. The gris-gris has special significance in West Africa; particularly in 

situating itself at the border of ‘animism’ and Sufi Islam. It represents a way in which Islam mixes 

with animism in Senegal, as the marabouts, leaders in Islamic religious teachings, nevertheless 

consider antagonistic spirits to exist and observe varying levels of animist beliefs. In describing what 

a gris-gris is, Mille (1901) described some of various purposes of these as “charm[s] calculated to 
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insure […] immunity from bullets or from disease; or again to make […] an object of attraction to the 

fair sex” (p. 66). The author goes on to describe the transaction, describing how the marabout sells 

these; “consisting of a slip of paper upon which was written a verse from the Koran” (p.66). 

The uses and formulations of the gris-gris have become attuned, according to the elders in 

the communities, to more contemporary issues. One of my close informants, Sunsy, who had 

recently completed his bachelors at the local University, told me that his unemployment had been 

the result of a spirit of ‘joblessness’ – and that these spirits had begun manifesting themselves 

around young men in recent times. In order to protect himself against these spirits, Sunsy often 

revisited the marabout and each time would purchase a different gris-gris in order to increase his 

spiritual protection and deflect spirits that might cause him to remain unemployed. The 

transactional register at play here, was attached to mysticism and the ability to make an income. The 

transactions represent how being at the margins involves the need to engage in transactional 

registers that produce monetary losses in order to invest in potential to reach social adulthood. 

These are made, however, as a result of the feelings of progressively “becoming lost” – an inability 

to engage in social becoming, that can result in marginal losses.  

Indeed, it is not only against joblessness that gris-gris defend, but against a wide variety of 

potential curses that may be aimed at the wearer. With the advent of new types of technologies, 

and moreover, financial practices that are deemed subversive such as those brought by mobile 

money, different and newer types of gris-gris are made. This emerged from several focus group 

discussions in which individuals expressed fear of being identified as using mobile money to 

accumulate money. Among the takalemon in St Louis, for example, I spoke to one of the informants 

who had money on his account and had told me about the ways he would use it. Yet in front of his 

friends would often deny using mobile money or having any money on it. Pursuing these social 

phenomena, another told me that;  

 “you see people in the street that ask you for 200 CFA for a coffee or sandwich but when you 

ask [them for money] they say they don’t have anything but it’s not true – they hide it, they hide it on 

their Orange money” 

Others told of friends being “sent curses” when they had subversively used mobile money. 

Modou spoke of a time when he began having chronic migraines, and ultimately claimed that others 

had been cursing him for using mobile money openly. The curses had come when he was seen 

driving a scooter, and people, he assumed, thought he had bought it from money accumulated in his 

mobile money account. With the creation of mobile money, young people could now be able to 
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accumulate money secretly, and according to Modou, this made neighbours and friends increasingly 

suspicious.  

The suspicion following the introduction of mobile money, a novel register and transactional 

institution within the existing exchange landscape of Senegal, has a significant amount of research 

antecedents in ethnographic research. For one, money has been imbricated with the occult in 

societies across the globe (see Comaroff, 1993; Bonhomme, 2012). In Senegal specifically, 

Buggenhagen (2012; p. 167) found that negative “value transformations” – or, making marginal 

losses – is regularly associated with consumption or accumulation of value without redistribution, 

which in turn is associated with “dëmm” (witches). In her example, she suggests positive value 

transformation occurs when a household uses their money to feed others. Conversely, the negative 

act would be to use money to only feed themselves. Technologically, there is likewise much research 

that links modern technological changes to the occult (Bonhomme, 2012) – much of which regards 

occult forces as being driven by functional anonymity; the concept that technology provides spaces 

within which individuals can engage in subversive, shadowed activities. This is central to the concept 

of social becoming being premised on achieving a sense of “presence”. Indeed, experiencing social 

becoming for young men is the outcome of being present, and having one’s presence asserted by 

social and/or kinship networks across both digital, geographic and cosmological time and space. The 

occult, then, is involved when that presence is lacking, or more importantly, is subverted. To actively 

seek to be excluded by not contributing and circulating resources, as in the case of Cherif in chapter 

seven, is to invite suspicions as a result of transgressive exchange practices. In other words, if a 

young man does not actively seek social becoming, then they are either cast as “dëmm”, or they 

suffer the experience of erasure, of social unbecoming.  

8.5. Digital social becoming: Hand in the village pot and eating money 

Exploring social becoming in socio-religious transactional institutions and registers allows for 

an understanding of young men’s aspirations to expand themselves across social and kinship 

networks. While donating across religious dahiraas may provide this sense of becoming, the other 

side of the coin provides a view of marginal losses; shunning exchange practices is a culturally 

transgressive act and thus risks erasure. This concept is mirrored in the way consuming food 

provides an analogy for one’s presence, as it provides a clear understanding of what young men seek 

to achieve; circulating the self through contributions of meals that is felt across kinship and social 

networks. It also provides an important distinction between social adulthood and social becoming; 

social becoming is more than being considered an adult by projecting the necessary identity 

attributes, it is the extension of the self into various spatial networks; digital, physical and 

cosmological.  
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There were two proverbs that were used recurrently during conversations. The first is that of 

“having a hand in the village pot”; a proverb that several of my informants would express when 

discussing the need or desire to send remittances to distant relations. This behaviour is documented 

in chapter 7, as Lamine attempted to achieve a sense of adulthood by demonstrating his ability to 

contribute to his kinship network and by so-doing, achieve a sense of respect and authority. This 

type of transaction was called the “dépenses”; literally translated, the “expenditures” or the 

“spending”. Regularly, when asking the participants how they felt about such a transaction, the 

responses were broadly similar; 

 “Well I feel I am there, I feel good because I know that they are thinking about me… 

sometimes when I send money they will tell everyone “today it is Amadou that is cooking for us!”. It 

is why we do it!” 

The second proverb was a usual greeting between individuals: “lekk sa xalis?”, or, “are you 

eating your money?”. The cultural root of this greeting seems to have broadly varying origins 

depending on who you ask. For Mam Djorr it meant that money was being spent on positive 

outcomes, such as eating food and contributing to a type of physical wellbeing of one’s peers. It was 

juxtaposed to, for example, “drinking your money”. To others, such as the takalemon, it could mean 

that one was wasting one’s money because they had so little money that all they could do was 

spend it on a meagre sandwich or a local tent serving the infamous “thieboudienne”, the traditional 

dish made of rice and fish in Senegal. There was another message behind this, however, which was 

the extent to which young men should spend money on food for themselves, or should be circulating 

this money to others.  

Numerous anthropological studies have remarked on the value of food, culturally, as a 

medium that cements connections between members of a social and kinship network (White, 2015). 

Likewise, religious and social ceremonies are often centred around specific types of food in Senegal; 

the Eid, the celebration of the end of Ramadan, is celebrated with the sacrifice of a ram. The ram is 

cooked the same day, and the households provide all the visitors, including kin as well as 

neighbours, with different cuts of the ram that change according to longstanding tradition 

throughout the day. The ftour, the breaking of bread after a day fasting during Ramadan, likewise is 

ceremonially organised around eating a piece of bread with dates and drinking coffee. During this 

time, food and coffee are liberally provided to everyone in the household and anyone who might still 

be outside at the time. For the Wolof, the post-burial meal is always provided in servings of kola nuts 

to all the mourners and associated kin and acquaintances (Szatrowski, 2014). In other words, food is 

an important way in which individuals across communities and social networks reaffirm their 
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reciprocal ties and obligations – a concept that has been considerably explored in ethnography (eg, 

Graeber, 2001; Munn, 1986). For young men in St Louis, being involved in the production, 

reproduction and circulation of food is then a vital exercise in establishing a presence within these 

networks. In both cases described above, the monetary and social becoming influences circulated 

around eating. With the dépenses, the aim was to have one’s presence felt across distant relation in 

so-doing, be actively present in those communities. To explain this, the expression “having your 

hand in the village pot” alludes to contributing to feeding the village. In the second proverb, eating 

money is understood as the ability to influence or be a part of productive activities for others, 

representing the possibility of choosing to sustain oneself over playing a productive role in social and 

kinship networks. 

Food, then, as a valued item in a transactional equation for young men, is a way in which 

they may achieve a sense of social becoming by demonstrating a productive capacity and circulating 

a presence; providing food translates into the ability to cement ties across various social networks. 

This view is echoed by Buggenhagen (2012), where she suggests that the members of her studied 

household “provided food to guests to extend themselves well beyond the space of the house and 

the moment of the feast” (p. 315). In doing so, she suggests that Senegalese people engage in 

strategic exchanges across kin and non-kin families and in the process “[enlarge] themselves in space 

and time” (p. 319), or what Munn (1986) suggests is “initiating a spaciotemporally extending 

process” (p. 50). In other words, each new transaction would bring about new networks of 

obligations and reciprocity that could continue into the future, while simultaneously having the self 

expanded would ensure a presence within these networks.   

With mobile money, these networks are then spatially dispersed, increasing the potential for 

social becoming over large distances. Rather than providing food to the immediate social and kinship 

networks, mobile money allows for the contribution, and therefore, the expansion of the self across 

multiple distant networks. At the same time, the inability to wield the necessary resources to do so 

spells the potential for erasure across both physical and virtual spaces. 

Digital social becoming through mobile money transactions 

If social becoming is determined by the ability to expand oneself through transactional 

registers of food, religion and spirituality – the question remains of how mobile money plays a 

different role in the achievement of social becoming for young men. The answer to this is clear in the 

way that the various young men described in chapter six and seven; performed by providing virtual 

spaces within which they have the ability to control the visibility of transactional actions, and the 

conversion of mobile money into visibility. 
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Visibility in exchange systems across Sub-Saharan African has a history of academic research 

in economic anthropology; concepts such as ‘conspicuous consumption’ described the propensity to 

purchase items and flaunt these to express statements of wealth about the individual (Veblen, 

2005). And while there is much credence to this theoretical framework, items acquired are often less 

important than the transaction in itself, and more importantly, the space within which those 

transactions occur. Buggenhagen (2012) suggests this is indeed the case, particularly during the 

important social ceremonies that reinforce, or change the fabric of people’s social networks, such as 

funerals or weddings in Senegal. During these ceremonies, the items being exchanged have differed 

substantially over the years – from offering traditional cloth to more recently gifting mobile phones 

(Buggenhagen, 2012). The items being exchanged have important social and cultural symbolic value 

but are also crucial markers of the earning potential and the social position of the gifter. In other 

words, visibility in the exchange allows everyone present to know and understand the social order 

and the connections between the social actors present. Young men, given their lower status and 

infrequent income, are not often involved in the grand gifting demonstrations that happen during 

these events. The elders would find it threatening for a young man to engage in visible acts of 

generosity in front of them. Neither would young men find it desirable to enter these relationships 

of reciprocity without stable and long-term income. Rather, young men with access to resources 

have found mobile money a useful tool in expressing symbolic value and engaging in transactions 

outside of the visible transactional physical space.  

The teka-tout-deal in chapter six were engaged in precisely these activities. Indeed, the very 

differentiation between the teka-tout-deal and the takalemon rests on the former’s ability to 

manage visible transactions, and the negotiation of desired transactional registers. The behaviours 

of a teka-tout-deal that I observed during a wedding is a fitting representation of this concept. 

During weddings, a teka-tout-deal would be present and participate in the festivities with subdued 

confidence; they would shake everyone’s hands, accept food and hold small conversations with the 

elders. However, they would keep themselves further away from the main festivities lest they draw 

themselves into questioning conversations – managing their visibility and engagement so as to 

appear peripheral. In doing so, a teka-tout-deal announces his participation and demonstrates his 

‘right’ to have a presence within that celebratory space, yet also announces his reticence to enter 

into deeper exchange relationships. This differs from the takalemon, who would keep themselves 

apart; greeting individuals who come to them, rather than seeking to greet individuals on their own.  

The teka-tout-deal’s management of visibility in this situation reflects the way in which they 

use mobile money transactions; they chose to whom they send money to limit and control their own 

exposure to unwanted reciprocal exchange. Oumar, a teka-tout-deal, would send mobile money as 
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gifts to the wedding couple, would send gifts to his male peers who were bereaved, but would not 

make the transactions visible by speaking of them, or performing a mobile money transaction in 

front of others. As a result, Oumar was able to strengthen his social networks in a limited and 

controlled manner. A Takalemon could also do this in way that provided a feeling of social becoming, 

but at a much more limited level. Petit, a takalemon, would not be able to wield enough resources 

to manage a widespread, controlled visibility, such as Oumar. The resulting lack of “presence” meant 

Petit had few possibilities to reach income-making opportunities that the teka-tout-deal had. Rather, 

Petit spent the little money he made from neighbourhood chores on betting through mobile money, 

and other activities primarily with the purpose of deepening his relationship with his takalemon 

peers. This type of ‘bonding’ activity has been found in other research on young men in Senegal, 

such as Prothmann’s (2019) research on “tea-making” and opportunistic waiting of young men in 

Pikine, Dakar, in which young men engaged in investments that elevated their social status within 

their own limited peer-groups. The aim, according to Prothmann (2019), is to find alternative value 

frameworks within which young men felt valued outside of traditional masculine or social adulthood 

prescriptions. Visibility in takalemon relations, then, is about seeking to be seen and acknowledged, 

seeking a limited social becoming, when other avenues to do this are not possible.  

As for Petit, a young takalemon in the Nord, using mobile money was choosing to use a type 

of register for online football betting. Using mobile money with the little money he had was a way to 

increase his social value among his takalemon friends. Not only was it regarded as technologically 

advanced – a symbol of modernity and technological mastery – he also did not seek to accumulate 

that money and therefore did not subvert expectations. However, Petit did occasionally spend 

money on other items, such as internet ‘data’, which could be bought and sent via mobile money. 

Once during the research, he received mobile money as a gift, from a teka-tout-deal friend. Almost 

immediately, Petit used the internet data to post an adulatory message of the teka-tout-deal. The 

process was a value conversion that was almost instantaneous in converting mobile money into a 

virtual visibility, visibility on social media platforms. Oumar had likewise performed this several 

times over the research period, choosing to invest a large amount of his earnings into internet 

passes. The result was what Buggenhagen (2012) suggested was at the core of cultural exchange in 

Senegal, to expand themselves in space and time. However, in this case, Oumar was doing so across 

virtual spaces, and was achieving this expansion virtually through the conversion of mobile money to 

virtual visibility. This goes to the heart of the role mobile money plays in young men’s transactions; it 

offers spaces in which they are able to achieve social becoming at their own, discreet pace and of 

their choosing. It can, however, reinforce the feeling of erasure – as we see with Petit, whose public 
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adulation of a teka-tout-deal on social media felt like a representation of his own inability to be a 

productive member of his social and kinship networks  

8.6. Seeking social becoming in youth financial conjunctures 

Aliou’s experience of the Tabaski as seen in the introduction of this chapter, mirrored many 

of my informants’ lives during this pressured time. Indeed, it seemed most of St Louis society would 

be in upheaval; everyone was looking to gain a little more money before the day of celebration to 

secure those crucially important gifts. Gifts that would announce their presence, that would cement 

their status and justify their lives within their social and kinship networks. 

Using the concept of social becoming to provide a social structural view of a youth financial 

conjunctures framework, it is possible to reinterpret Aliou’s experience. Aliou’s use of his mobile 

phone was geared towards reaching out, accessing wider networks and soliciting gifts and money. In 

such a way, the Tabaski represents a conjuncture; a moment during which the social and cultural 

structures coalesce in a race to validate his sense of self. However, being young in St Louis means 

advancing through opposition – few economic opportunities and, given the overwhelmingly larger 

amount of young people to elderly people in Senegal, a fierce competition in securing discipleships 

or sponsorships from wider family. Aliou was not alone in not having secured enough resources to 

provide gifts during the ceremony. After the Tabaski, all my informants who had not been able to 

provide gifts were solemn in their demeanour, scrolling through social media and giving praise to 

those who had.  

The financial conjuncture Aliou went through was one in which he was confronted with the 

scope and limit of mobile money as a transactional institution and register; the experience of 

marginal loss, rather than gain. While the financial infrastructure was accessible, he wasn’t able 

make use of it. This had the dual outcome of reducing his conjunctural horizons – he no longer felt 

motivated about the future. At the same time, Aliou’s decision not to attend the dinner at his aunt’s 

indicated that he was removing himself, he felt he was being erased, both in a digital space and a 

physical space. 

Young men in St Louis at the margins of society battle to achieve social becoming; to be an 

active contributor and have their “presence” be circulated throughout social and kinship networks. 

To do so one can use a variety of registers; religious registers, social ceremonial registers – even food 

can be considered a transactional register; a way in which individuals are able to evaluate value and 

transact accordingly. However, it needs to be noted that these registers may be “accessible” only 

given more fortunate circumstances. Having a rich uncle from Dakar, or securing discipleship 

through connections. Young men can achieve social becoming, and moreover are able to do so by 
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converting mobile money into internet data which expands their “selves” virtually. But while these 

advancements seem reachable, it does not deny that knowledge and ability to access these registers 

are different. And while mobile money promises to provide social becoming, it cannot in itself give 

any of the young men in St Louis the means to achieve it. 

8.7. Conclusion 

Youth financial conjunctures provides a framework within which young men’s mobile money 

practices can be explored by understanding these practices as emerging at the intersection of the 

local financial infrastructure and the life events they are navigating at the time. Young men in St 

Louis navigate these life events through the use of varied transactional registers; which register to 

use in which transaction allows leverage and, occasionally, the ability to make marginal gains in a 

conversion. Mobile money, within this paradigm, provides an extra register, as well as a 

transactional institution to use to navigate conjunctures. However, as this chapter explores, there is 

a complementary aspect of this navigation; a desire not simply to reach adulthood but rather to 

experience an expansion of the self – as opposed to the experience of erasure when the self is not 

circulated in social and kinship networks.  

This experience is best captured in the concept of ‘social becoming’; a concept well known in 

youth research in Sub-Saharan Africa (eg. Jeffrey, 2010; Prothmann, 2019). In social becoming, the 

focus shifts from achieving a set of social and cultural attributes to demonstrate social adulthood, 

and rather attempts to understand the locus of young men’s experiences of expansion or 

contraction of the self through in transactions. This focus provides a view on how different 

transactional practices attempt to expand oneself outside both outside and within kinship networks; 

such as contributions in dahiraas whereby the social standing is relational to a small group of peers. 

Or in the importance of having ‘a hand in the village pot’; to feel one’s presence circulated rather 

than be progressively forgotten. Indeed, the experience of young men around the Tabaski festival is 

frantic; one in which young people seem to be fighting for their lives. And in a symbolic way this is 

their experience – when the expectations placed upon young men fail to be fulfilled, they feel 

progressively erased. During the Tabaski mobile money could thus provide strategies to cement 

one’s existence, or it could provide another space in which one could feel a sense of erasure.  
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9. Conclusion 

9.1. Introduction 

 In this conclusion chapter I present the key contributions of and reflections on this thesis 

across four main areas: empirical findings; theoretical development; the limitations and reflections 

on the methodological approach; and the wider relevance of the findings for policy as well as scope 

for further research. 

9.2. Having a “hand in the village pot” 

Across the three empirical chapters, several insights emerge regarding the nature of mobile 

money use among young men in St Louis. Each chapter focuses specifically on an area in which 

mobile money use illuminates wider transactional patterns and strategies to navigate social 

adulthood. This section will outline the empirical contributions of these three chapters. 

Youth at the margins 

The first empirical chapter provided insights into the transactions of young men in St Louis, 

both with mobile money and without. Three key empirical findings arose. The first finding is related 

to young men’s transactional experiences as marginalised social actors in Senegalese society. This 

will have repercussions when looking at their navigation of social adulthood and social becoming. 

The second series of findings relates to the use of mobile money – which, at the time, was limited in 

St Louis. As a result, exploring mobile money use in practice meant that the young men in the study 

were chosen specifically because of their use of mobile money, and as such were not necessarily 

more broadly representative of the majority of young men in St Louis. Finally, and most importantly, 

the first chapter provides insights into young men’s navigation of various transactions – a concept 

explored as value multiplicity in the theoretical framework. Below, value multiplicity will be explored 

via the empirical data, the dimensions of its theoretical development will be discussed later in the 

chapter.  

Research in West Africa suggests that young men experience marginalisation in three forms: 

economic, social, and political. The empirical research found that, economically, young men in St 

Louis faced significant challenges accessing income generating opportunities. Where these 

opportunities are available, they are most often considered degrading and undignified. The main 

informants in this research had to thus balance the risk and rewards of each income-generating 

employment; money earned through “dirty work” was risking their social standing in the community 

and could limit their future opportunities. This meant that the majority of the informants in this 

research could not access the type of income generating opportunities they desired, leaving them 
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with few possibilities to engage in monetary transactions. A lack of access to income translated into 

a limited use of mobile money. Since the cost of withdrawing cash out of a mobile money account 

was seen as too high, the incentive to keep money on one’s mobile money account was too low for 

young men with little to no means of income.  

Empirically, the findings suggested that young men experience social marginalisation in their 

ability to contribute to household decisions, particularly as a result of lacking financial contributions. 

This, however, is to be expected, as according to Wolof norms, the very definition of ‘youth’ is pitted 

against the ability to partake in decisions. Indeed, the word for ‘young’ (bëgg) in Wolof is translated 

as “not yet adult”; a social status that is waiting to be fulfilled. As a result, young men are 

precariously perched between unfulfilled expectations and no expectations; if a young man does not 

use his ‘youth’ in order to acquire resources through, for example, education, he is progressively 

shunned by his wider social and kinship connections. Moreover, because of the gerontocratic 

organisation of Senegalese society, young men are often called upon by their elders to perform 

chores, and are rarely accorded a decision-making status in the household unless they are centrally 

positioned in distributing and circulating money within wider kinship networks. 

In understanding how this type of marginalisation is experienced in transactions in St Louis, 

the first chapter presented an analysis of three distinct groups of young men: the takalemon, the 

teka-tout-deal, and the antiquaires.. The first group, the takalemon, young men without access to 

income and unwilling to perform undignified work, were widespread in the central neighbourhoods 

of St Louis. For the takalemon, performing chores and being remunerated for these were one of the 

only ways to acquire income and potentially, a sponsorship or discipleship from one of the elders, be 

it an uncle or a neighbour. Mobile money use for the takalemon was aspirational to a degree; using 

mobile money was an external symbol of growing wealth. Occasionally, some of the takalemon 

would have enough to use mobile money – but would use it on betting on football matches rather 

than to redistribute or circulate money. In doing so, they solidified their bonds between themselves 

through loss. 

The teka-tout-deal and the antiquaires similarly expressed marginalisation through shared 

transactional patterns. The teka-tout-deal expressed an entrepreneur of the self in their 

transactions, utilising their acquired status to derive monetary gains from transactions. This gain was 

then circulated through peer transactions; limited to social networks of young people without 

entering into kinship obligations of reciprocity. The antiquaires, on the other hand, would access 

income through bayes-falle mobile money networks, once again utilising social networks to access 

monetary value. 
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The way in which all three groups engaged in transactions in St Louis is captured in Guyer’s 

(2004) concept of ‘value multiplicity’ in Atlantic Africa. Value multiplicity, as Guyer (2004) describes 

it, is the recognition of multiple registers and scales of value in any particular transaction rather than 

value singularity in which numerical values, such as money, is the central value referent in a 

transaction. In other words, value multiplicity in St Louis allows the possibility for young men to 

transact according to several different types of value. The teka-tout-deal, for example, could send 

internet data to their friends and receive online praise on Facebook groups. On the other hand, the 

takalemon utilised their positioning both among social and kinship networks as well as physical 

positioning on street sides to express forms of value related to their identity and their social and 

kinships connections.  

Ultimately, the empirical data explored in chapter 6 illuminates the varied way in which 

mobile money may be used by young men at the margins to expand upon their repertoires by 

engaging with value multiplicity; utilising several types of value from symbolic properties, to 

positioning, to religious affiliation, in order to increase chances of making ‘gains’.   

Navigating identity attributes in social adulthood 

Identifying value multiplicity as a key factor in young men’s transactions allowed for an 

expanded view of exchange with mobile money. Exchanges were more broadly part of transactional 

institutions, some deeply engrained in traditional exchanges such as social and religious ceremonies, 

and others, such as the teka-tout-deal’s exchanges, were limited to select social networks. The 

variety of transactional institutions used reflected the variety of identity resources available to 

young men during their life trajectories. Indeed, as identities are constructed, young men will use 

transactional institutions and registers to cement these in the hopes of reaching social adulthood. 

The empirical data collected through the life-history interviews described two individuals, 

both of whom demonstrated starkly different life choices, but nevertheless made decisions 

according to an underlying cultural and social logic. According to Johnson-Hanks (2002), accessing 

identity resources often associated with key adulthood characteristics is a crucial part of attaining 

adulthood in West Africa. Adulthood in St Louis was found to be achieved through social recognition; 

through espousing locally defined identity characteristics. For young men, these could be 

educational achievement, migration, marriage, income generation, and so on. Indeed, the list of 

potential “adulthood” characteristics is not exhaustive and must be combined and performed in 

order to be widely recognised. Through Lamine and Cherif’s early relationship with both OTC and 

mobile money transactions, the transactions fit within a broader experience of social relations and 

identity navigation. For these two young men, mobile money transactions signified expansions; 
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expansions of possibilities both for themselves in the present, but perhaps more importantly, 

expansions in visions of what they could become. 

Through both of their life-histories, a pattern emerged; an aspirational decision-making 

process was preceded by life events and access to digital financial services. In the case of Cherif, for 

example, access to mobile money allowed discretion in following the path he wanted to take, during 

a vital time of his life. That discretion came at a cost, to lie about his studies in order to solicit 

money, but his ability to do so, and with instant speed, meant that he could envision a different 

future. One not bound by the social obligations he had experienced as a child growing up in St Louis. 

For Lamine, access to regular income streams expanded his aspirations, and he became focussed on 

achieving adulthood by using his new found income to spread it through his kinship and social 

networks, achievable by using mobile money. Both cases saw these two young men using different 

aspects of exchange and transactional institutions through the lens of their future selves; soliciting 

money or spreading money were variations on their aspirations to achieve a type of social 

adulthood, and mobile money made this vision possible. 

In exploring this further, the research made use of a vital conjuncture approach to analyse 

Lamine and Cherif’s use of mobile money. Vital conjunctures provides a theoretical approach to 

understanding the choices young people make during life events. Indeed, from a step-wise and rigid 

approach to conceptions of youthhood – one that has been common to anthropology – Johnson-

Hanks (2002) provided a much needed non-linear model of navigating social adulthood based on a 

deep understanding of both the structural and agentic elements of the actors involved. The agency, 

according to Johnson-Hanks (2002), emerges from ‘conjunctural horizons’; the possibilities 

envisioned by the social actor as an outcome of the context and the juncture in which the actor finds 

themselves. The concept of “horizons” elicits the image of envisioned futures; emphasizing the 

multiple nature of these potential futures. In navigating these “conjunctural horizons”, Johnson-

Hanks (2002) suggests that young people assimilate and project various identity “characteristics and 

attributes”. This perspective harmonised with Guyer’s theory of repertoires and transactional 

institutions showing how these were instrumental navigating young people’s vital conjunctures. 

During crucial moments in the participants’ lives, their conjunctural horizons were shaped to a 

significant extent by the financial infrastructure and access to various transactional institutions. In 

particular, mobile money was seen as a way in which their exchange repertoires could expand; and 

the expansion of these repertoires triggered a broadening of their conjunctural horizons. The result 

of this conceptual harmonisation between youth vital conjunctures and Guyer’s marginal gains 

theory could be summarised as a moment of youth financial conjuncture; the use of the existing 

repertoires in the expansion or contraction of conjunctural horizons.  
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Using Johnson-Hanks’ (2002) theory of youth vital conjunctures to understand the extent to 

which young men’s transactions contributed to future imaginaries of themselves added an 

important element to the analysis. Firstly, the use of horizons of conjunctures to understand how 

transactional decision-making is informed by visions of a future, or the lack thereof, is crucial to 

placing exchange in a wider social and cultural context. Particularly with young men who are “stuck”, 

the vision of the self in the future is one of the only ways young men can access hope and aspiration. 

As a result, many of the transactions are made with a forward-looking aspirational element; using 

transactional institutions and registers allows an individual to express identity characteristics 

conforming to that vision of adulthood most commensurate with their own. While this view was 

present in the empirical data, there was an additional element that needed to be explored; the 

difference between social adulthood and social becoming. In exploring social adulthood through the 

lens of the young men in St Louis, transactions and relationships are framed through future-oriented 

agentic choices – however, these choices, as seen in the case of Cherif, do not necessarily afford 

social adulthood. Particularly when choices such as the accumulation of monetary resources, rather 

than the distribution among kinship and social networks, are made. Indeed, Cherif’s experience 

produced a paradox – one can both make decisions to project successful attributes to be considered 

an adult, but still suffer from an element of erasure, as the final empirical chapter explored. Thus, 

the analysis of both of these life trajectories suggested that navigational strategies are differentiated 

according which networks young people desire to be a part of, and these may then reflect on their 

chances of reaching social adulthood. Rather than a linear path, young men’s decisions to enter into 

transactional institutions were based on the extent to which their ‘selves’ would be integrated into 

desirable and undesirable relationships of obligation and reciprocity.  

Social adulthood and social becoming  

This concept of involving the self in networks of obligation and reciprocity was crucial to 

identifying social becoming at the margins. As previously noted, in Wolof, the term ‘youth’ is 

translated as “not yet adult”, capturing the experience of young men in St Louis; they were at the 

margins of childhood and adulthood without having a validated social status of their own. They were 

‘people in waiting’; waiting to be acknowledged as a legitimate person. 

The experience of becoming thus emerged in the expansion of the self in social and religious 

experiences. Indeed, while the navigation of transactional institutions and identity characteristics 

are vital for young men to produce marginal gains, experiences of social becoming illuminated to 

opposite side of gains; potential of making marginal losses. This was particularly evident when 

considering the opposite experience of social becoming; erasure. Actions that saw individuals being 

shunned from their social groups would cause these young men to “not be considered”, or 
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“included”. Climbing social status was the opposite; one was always catered for in the family, and 

the community would pay special attention to those who contributed the most to their needs. 

Indeed, from religious and social ceremonies, social becoming is experienced through the self being 

expanded; one was including one’s own identity characteristics in transactions. 

The desire, for example, to have “the hand in the village pot”, drew from an aspiration to be 

considered an adult as much as it was to be considered in itself; to achieve a state of being in the 

eyes of his social and kinship networks. This phenomenon extended itself to digital platforms, where 

young men could be included or excluded based on their access to resources and position within 

social and kinship monetary circulation. Indeed, the experience of ‘becoming lost’ that many young 

men face in Senegal as a result of not being able to achieve a sense of social becoming, was mirrored 

in mobile money use; one was neither accessing physical currency nor digital. A feeling that was 

prevalent among many young men in Senegal.    

9.3. Reflections on theoretical development 

Theoretical development in this thesis revolves on three axes and reflect the key 

contributions of this research: operationalising Guyer’s complex economic anthropology of marginal 

gains, combining a youth vital conjunctures approach with a theory of exchange, and enrichening 

this with a social becoming perspective.  

Understanding how young people seek to reach adulthood through mobile money requires 

an understanding of the social and cultural structures that exist in young men’s lives in Senegal. 

Naturally, there might have been several theories used to explore this. Using Guyer’s (2004) 

marginal gains was a useful conceptual framework; young men in many ways find themselves having 

to navigate margins, economically and culturally. The margins between childhood and adulthood, 

the margins of income generation in Senegal, and the margins between tradition and modernity. 

That being said, Guyer’s (2004) theory has rarely been operationalised; neither have her concepts 

been widely used ethnographically to explore more ‘micro-level’ transactional behaviours. 

Moreover, her conceptual framework has been suggested to be complex and too abstract 

(Geschiere, Goheen, and Piot, 2007).  

This complexity, however, was created to fit her holistic understanding of transactional 

practices and currency developments in – mainly historic – Atlantic Africa. In seeking to shift the 

academic discussion away from what she sees as limiting economic theories, she needed to provide 

new theoretical economic frameworks; frameworks that revealed the varied nature of value in 

Atlantic Africa. Rather than using singularity as the reigning form of scalar value, she needed to 

express the constellation of possibilities in expressing and creating scales of value. In such a grand 
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ambition, the structures and processes of these need necessarily be abstracted in order to allow for 

variation which, in Guyer’s (2004) view, is the very essence of the stability in social and cultural 

exchange in Atlantic Africa. This variation and abstraction is useful for ethnography in that the 

analyst can map their identified transactional structures onto these conceptual frames; registers and 

transactional institutions are to be identified rather than already prescribed by the theory. This 

abstraction, however, can also be seen as a significant challenge, as there are few guiding definitions 

as to the characteristics or boundaries of transactional institutions and registers provided.  

As a result, operationalising Guyer (2004) meant using her key insights of value multiplicity 

and instability and analysing how these were of direct relevance to the analysis; identifying how and 

where existing transactional institutions shaped the landscape of transactions in St Louis, and how 

mobile money has become one in its own right. The result was promising in that the financial 

behaviours identified could be thematically analysed as practices involved in transactional 

institutions; and aspects of young men’s identity construction were used in combination with 

existing social norms to produce registers. Where Guyer’s (2004) theoretical approach may need 

nuance is in considering the prevalence of, what this thesis terms, ‘marginal losses’ in young men’s 

experiences of exchange at the margins. Indeed, the focus in achieving marginal gains through value 

multiplicity tends to obscure the fact that many transactions happened on asymmetrical grounds; 

and although marginal gains could be achieved with few resources, it was more common that young 

men experienced marginal losses as a result of their actions to meet the expectations placed on 

them – as well as the unmet potential that they represented.   

Far from theoretically distinct, Johnson-Hanks’ (2002) framework of youth vital conjunctures 

finds its founding concepts in Guyer’s theory; and suggests reaching social adulthood necessitates a 

similar agentic navigation of local social and cultural structures, as much as it requires performances 

of key attributes related to adulthood. Similar to ‘marginal gains’, youth vital conjunctures thus 

provided a broad conceptual framework adaptable to local characteristics and definitions of 

adulthood. How adulthood is reached through combinations and permutations of these valued 

characteristics and attributes theoretically overlaps, and provides a sense of how young men use 

their agency once again in seeking to achieve ‘gains’. Moreover, the focus on vital conjunctures 

provides the ability to include analysis of how life events factor into decisions on navigating 

transactional institutions. As was clear from the empirical chapters, access to financial services in the 

form of mobile money and financial services such as OTC was not a peripheral factor influencing 

their decisions. Rather, access to these services provided an expansion of their repertoires that 

allowed for agentic performances of those desired adulthood attributes. In this sense, financial 
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conjunctures were identified as a concept that explains the interplay between vital life events and 

expanding repertoires in the life trajectories of young men in Senegal.   

The third theoretical contribution was to highlight an empirical data point surrounding the 

experience of social becoming among young men in Senegal. Clearly, the research regarding ‘youth 

boredom’ (Mains, 2007) and ‘time-pass’ (Archambault,2013) has already provided ample evidence 

that young people are in a social limbo between childhood and adulthood. It has also been noted 

that the young people feel a sense of “erasure” if they do not contribute. These experiences 

corresponded to those of the informants in the research and as such, a distinction needed to be 

made between social adulthood; the projection of necessary attributes to be considered an adult in 

Senegal, and social becoming, capturing both the expansion of the self as well as the erosion of the 

self in social and kinship networks. The distinction is ever more necessary when exploring how 

mobile money plays a role. In social adulthood, mobile money provided opportunities to reach social 

adulthood as much as it could take this status away as a result of the desire to engage in 

unsustainable reciprocal relationships. The inclusion of social becoming provides an important 

nuance for a ‘financial conjunctures’ concept; that access to financial services may positively 

contribute to the successful performance of adulthood, but may just as likely contribute to a feeling 

of erasure in both physical and digital spaces. Indeed, social becoming identifies the basis on which 

visibility in transactions is crucial; visibility can produce an expansion of the self, but if this visibility is 

not well managed and the self is expanded to quickly across unsustainable networks of obligation 

and reciprocity, then young men face the prospect of ‘becoming lost’.  

9.4. Methodological reflections 

Reflecting upon the methodology in this research, three areas emerge as having a significant 

impact on both the research and the contribution to future research. The first of these areas is the 

primary insight in the need to triangulate the observations of use and practice, and the narrative 

retelling of mobile money use. The second area was the exclusion of young women from the final 

analysis, a necessity given the prevailing cultural norms and the limitations these imposed on the 

research. Indeed, while my young age made me able to interact more easily with the young men in 

the research, the opposite can be said to be the case with the young women I interviewed. The third 

point regards the extent to which the groups of young people can be said to be representative of 

wider mobile money use in Senegal.  

First, the ethnographic approach taken to explore young people’s exchange practices was 

rooted in a three-pronged method structure. Naturalistic observations combined with semi-formal, 

informal and group interviews, structured qualitative ‘financial diaries’ with several main informants, 
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and life history interviews. This approach was designed to take in the realities of studying an 

‘unseen’ practice; mobile money use is strictly confined to mobile phones and as such, participant 

observation in the use or activities related to mobile money offered challenges. While some mobile 

money research opts for more intrusive research methods such as monitoring mobile money 

transfers on participants’ accounts, this research found those to damage the trust and confidence 

between the researcher and the participants. Indeed, the qualitative financial diaries in which 

participants were asked to record their transactions strained the research relationship and 

highlighted power asymmetries in ways that were damaging rather than productive. The life 

histories, meanwhile, were useful in understanding the extent to which digital financial services 

appeared and played a role at pivotal moments in young men’s lives. Ultimately, however, the 

combination of participant observation, and semi-structured or open-ended interviews along with 

naturalistic interactions were the most useful in exploring perceptions and experiences of mobile 

money use.  

The reason this combination of methods was key in understanding mobile money 

exchanges, was that the experience and practice of a transaction is often different to how it is 

framed after the transaction. Particularly because of the social stigma surrounding discussions of 

money, the responses to using mobile money, or engaging in transactions more broadly, when an 

informant was surrounded by other men or was free to speak by themselves was vastly different. On 

the whole, much like the way in which takalemon would use deference to express social status and 

position themselves, a social actor would choose wisely when to exclaim aloud the use of mobile 

money, or to speak about money more broadly. As explained in chapter 6, young men can use 

mobile money discretely, in order to avoid entering into reciprocal monetary obligations with others. 

Announcing mobile money receipt could either make others jealous, or could potentially announce 

one’s readiness to engage in reciprocal exchange relations. As such, the way in which mobile money 

was discussed varied significantly depending on the group of young people; the extent to which the 

present company could be offended by another announcing their wealth. Thus, in order to truly 

understand the broader societal role exchange has, one must be able to observe exchange and then 

understand how these exchanges are perceived both communally and on a personal level. This 

insight, I believe, is crucial in researching mobile money practices and should be adapted in order to 

reveal the extent to which social norms and power asymmetries determine the engagement with 

financial services such as mobile money.  

A second important methodological reflection which changed the nature of the research 

significantly was the change to focussing on young men, rather than young people as a whole. While 

I was able to gather informants from both young women and men, I was faced with considerable 
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difficulty in collecting data from young women as a result of the social norms that dictate the 

relationship between a foreign young white man interviewing young women from St Louis. Indeed, 

being young could be seen as an advantage in the ability to establish a trusting and peer relationship 

with the other young men in the study. However, the young women would usually need a family 

member supervising and over time, the exchanges were never able to achieve a depth that was 

productive. Rather than pursue both I felt the research would gain more from shifting the focus 

towards the young men in the study and being able to describe these with more depth and breadth. 

Moreover, the narrowing of my informant group allowed me to increase my relationship with the 

young men in the study and proved to be more manageable when I followed them to Dakar whereby 

their distance from each other proved difficult to travel to on a routine basis. 

The third and final reflection on the methodology is the extent to which the results can be 

representative of young people’s experiences as a whole, or if the data is narrowly reflective of a 

small demographic. As with all ethnographic research, broader representation is not the goal; 

however, the three groups of young men in the data did represent an important variation in St Louis 

– variation being the underlying object of the research. Indeed, rather than seeking uniformity in the 

engagement of mobile money, it was variation that underpinned the broader empirical and 

theoretical development. The enduring stability of uncertainty, espousing value multiplicity; these 

are the ultimate conclusions made both Guyer (2004) and Johnson-Hanks (2002) and claim that it is 

the diversity and adaptability of institutions in Atlantic Africa that allow for social structures to 

persevere despite economic fluctuations. As such, in seeking to understand seemingly contradictory 

or opposing groups of young men (such as in chapter 6 and 7), I sought to understand whether 

patterns emerged from these differing identities and vastly varying transactional choices. As a result, 

the framework of youth financial conjunctures is based on the way in which vital events and social 

and cultural structures coincide with financial infrastructure in ways that engender divergent 

possibilities, rather than prescribing simplified models of linear pathways of use and adoption.  

A final note on methodological reflections is the impact of my further research activities had 

on cementing the analytical directions of this thesis. Indeed, after the research phase of this 

ethnography, I was contracted with the MicroSave consultancy group in which I was tasked with 

leading a multi-method qualitative and quantitative research project seeking to understand the 

pathways to adoption of digital financial services in Senegal (among the wider working age 

population). The findings from this research project were useful in triangulating insights into some of 

the key differences between young men’s approach to using mobile money and other demographic 

categories. While insights into these other demographics were not included, they were nonetheless 
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considered in cementing the specific transactional institutions and the navigational strategies of 

young men. 

9.5. Wider relevance of the findings and scope for further research 

Mobile money in Senegal has, over the last decade, expanded both in terms of total overall 

usage and accounts opened, and in its various offerings of financial services. In 2016, the total 

number of mobile money accounts stood at 4.4 million, of which 1.97 million were active at 90 days. 

While these numbers may be disputed on the basis on individuals holding several active mobile 

money accounts simultaneously, the rate at which mobile money is expanding is unquestionable, 

and anecdotal evidence suggests that the impact of the Covid-19 virus will have dramatically 

increased these figures7. While use is increasing, certain important elements need be considered. 

Indeed, the study of mobile money in anthropology has only just begun to skim the surface of how 

these systems interact with existing currencies, transactional institutions and operating exchange 

repertoires of the users. Most importantly how are young men, marginalised but also considered 

“ticking time-bombs” by policy makers, being impacted by this new financial technology? 

Wider relevance of the findings in this thesis can be associated with several aspects of the 

literature surrounding mobile money at present. As chapter 2 suggests, research exploring mobile 

money specifically is often based on econometric assessments and rarely aims to uncover the deep 

rooted social and cultural realities that inform not only mobile money, but all exchange at an 

individual and societal level. Indeed, this realisation is not only prevalent in academic circles but has 

recently been suggested by organisations such as CGAP (2020), UNCDF (2020) and Better than Cash 

Alliance (2020) all of which have called for more holistic approaches to understanding where impacts 

on wellbeing or financial health might be felt. The lack of definitive conclusions in studies have 

demonstrated that to single out one outcome and associate this with mobile money is a difficult 

task. In this thesis, I have demonstrated the reason why this is. 

To explore the impact of mobile money is often a question asked without understanding 

both what the impact might look like or, more importantly, how it might even be conceptualised in 

local context. The consultancy I undertook with MicroSave was an exercise in conceptualising the 

impact of mobile money use on wellbeing as a large blanket term; but the complexity of 

operationalising it was too great, as it often is when using it to assess impact. The relevance of this 

thesis is then in relocating the focus of “how mobile money impacts…”, to “how young men use 

mobile money to …”, for example, their ability to reach socially and locally conceived understandings 

of adulthood, or to experience social becoming. To illustrate this, chapter 7 demonstrated how the 

 
7 As of writing, the most recent data for Senegal is not yet available.  
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use mobile money could engender positive and negative outcomes over time; suggesting there is no 

singular ‘outcome’ to be found. As such, there is no universally felt positive or negative impact, nor is 

mobile money necessarily adopted and then used continuously and indefinitely. Rather, mobile 

money expands conjunctural horizons, which are themselves expanded by access to exchange 

repertoires and transactional institutions. This does not always translate, however, into use; as 

access to monetary resources is necessary for this. Indeed, chapter 7 characterises the possibilities 

and pitfalls which can be conceptualised both in terms of marginal gains and marginal losses; while 

the creative agency of the actor may produce gains by converting value across asymmetrical 

registers, it is often not the case. The structural limitations imposed on young men in Senegal more 

often impede the achievement of social becoming than contribute to it, and reduction of young 

men’s conjunctural horizons is ultimately a marginal loss – a loss that is not necessarily monetary in 

nature, and a loss most often felt by those at the margins. Ultimately, this thesis suggests relocating 

an erroneous disposition of seeking ‘impact’ and instead seeking to place mobile money within a 

pre-existing landscape of transactional institutions, and understanding what makes mobile money 

different from other types of currencies. Moreover, the importance of structural economic effects 

on the ability for young men to experience social becoming is a call for policy not to dismiss the 

wider employment landscape in which young men in Senegal live. 

Another important contribution of this thesis is in placing a different version of social 

adulthood as a non-linear pathway that young people relate to. Indeed, rather than continuing to 

focus on the limiting stage-interval theories of youth; understanding young men as having to 

navigate multiple simultaneous social obligations and identities allows for a more complex 

appreciation of the pressures put on them. Indeed, in analysing mobile money use, the framework of 

the financial conjuncture became a useful one to understand how social and cultural structures 

intersect with financial infrastructures to widen and strengthen the aspirations of young men in 

achieving adulthood. Through financial conjunctures, the factors of use and adoption are expanded 

to include socio-cultural elements such as caste, such as the desire to migrate, or the desire to be 

educated. But more than these, it captures the essence of youth in Senegal; the unpredictability of 

vital life events and how these may intersect with accessing financial tools. This framework can thus 

contribute to informing future financial education efforts in placing financial decisions in the context 

of vital events, of conjunctural horizons, and of the wider digital financial infrastructure. Without 

these, it is questionable the extent to which interventions would be successful. Indeed, as discussed 

in chapter 1, many of the interventions around mobile money have been aimed at providing young 

men with the opportunity to enrich themselves and others by taking advantage of mobile money to 

save and reinvest money securely and efficiently. This focus on entrepreneurship does little to 
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illuminate the interrelated concepts of kinship and entrepreneurship; or the pressures of social 

becoming against the incentives to save and reinvest money into one’s enterprise. Rather, the 

pressures to save money can be seen as duplicitous, and young men who are not willing to 

recirculate money can find themselves progressively dismissed by their families and friends.  
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