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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

All ethnographic research for this book was conducted prior to 1999, when the first coup in Ivorian history brought to an end the long period during which Côte d’Ivoire was known as a haven of peace, stability, tolerance, and relative prosperity in the West African region. In September 2002, as this book was in press, another coup attempt was made which quickly descended into a civil war that has divided the country. At the time of this writing, a fragile cease-fire is holding, but the conflict is far from resolved. Worst of all, the ethnic, religious, and regional tensions that are central to this conflict, and which have worsened considerably since the death of Félix Houphet-Boigny in 1993, have in the context of this conflict reached the level of a humanitarian crisis. Muslims and northern immigrants, once drawn to Côte d’Ivoire because of its economic opportunity and openness to foreigners, are either hiding out in mosques or fleeing the government-held areas of the country following weeks of harassment and violent attacks. Meanwhile, tens of thousands are fleeing the rebel-held north in search of food and shelter. At the time of publication, where this crisis is headed is unknown, but what is clear is that the cosmopolitan Côte d’Ivoire described in this book is now history, having been replaced by a country torn apart by tensions that for nearly four decades were transcended for the common good.

As a result of this crisis, communication with my consultants has been even more difficult than usual. I have received word from only a few of my consultants and colleagues, via e-mail; at time of press, I do not know how most of the people central to this book are faring in this time of crisis. Thus I begin this book with a declaration of hope not only that my consultants and colleagues all are safe and well but that, somehow, a peaceful solution can be found that will guide the country out of this morass and back to the kind of tolerance and stability that formerly characterized Côte d’Ivoire.

This book results from the collective efforts of many people to whom I owe gratitude, especially my dear consultants and colleagues in Côte d’Ivoire. First and foremost I thank my primary consultants Biemi Gba Jacques, Gueu Gbe Gonga Alphonse, Goueu Tia Jean-Claude, Gba Ernest, Gba Gama, Oulai Théodore, Mameri Tia Thomas, and Amso Edomtchi. To these primary consultants and to the many other Ivorians who were so generous with their time, I offer profound thanks, particularly for their permission to use the results of our interactions in publication. I also thank everyone at L’Institut National Superieur des Arts et de l’Action Culturelle, especially my mentors and friends Paul Dagri and Adépo Yapo. The staff at Centre Culturel Americain I thank for their support and help. Thanks as well to Biemi Alain for his eleventh-hour e-mail translation assistance. For their friendship and hospitality during stints in Abidjan, I thank the Dagri and Yapo families and fellow Fulbrighters Susanna DeBusk and Melissa Martin. I express deep appreciation to the Biemi family in Biélé and the Mameri family in Déoulé for their generous hospitality during our periodic stays in their compounds. My friends Emmanuel and Nana Fremah Yankey of Yamoussoukro deserve special thanks not only for their hospitality but also for nursing me back to health in 1994. Finally, I thank my first research assistant Tiemoko Guillaume and his family for putting me up, putting up with me, and introducing me to Dan life during the summer of 1994.

I also have many people on the western side of the Atlantic to thank for this book’s outcome. To many people I owe thanks for their repeated and careful readings of early drafts of this work, for their helpful discussions and debates, and for their inspiration, guidance, and concern. Ruth M. Stone has been a mentor in every sense of the word. She has consistently encouraged and nurtured my work, even and especially when I felt like I was going out on a limb, and for this I thank her profoundly. Thanks to Patrick McNaughton for his inspired view of art and his ever-present sense of humor. Sue Tuohy I thank for reminding me to write from my passion and to stay in touch with why ethnomusicology matters. I thank Roger Janelli for his kind yet critical feedback and John W. Johnson for his enthusiasm and encouragement. Thanks also to Bill Siegmann and an anonymous reader who offered insightful comments that were particularly instrumental in determining the book’s final form.

Many others have offered ideas, challenges, practical advice, and vital training. I thank Kassim Koné, Emmanuel Yankey, Patrick O’Meara, Brian Winchester, Henry Glassie, John McDowell, Dorothy Lee, Beverly Stoeltje, Michael Jackson, Paula Girshick, Lester Monts, and the late Ronald Smith for all they have contributed to my development as a scholar. To Ruth Aten, Camille Rice, Velma Carmichael, Jan Thorns, and Susan Harris I offer sincere thanks for their patience and support. I thank Hande Birkalan and Susan Oehler for spirited conversation and for reading early dissertation chapter drafts. John and Erica Lindamood I thank for their insightful readings of paper drafts and proposals over the years. Thanks to my brother Tim Reed for helping with the challenging Zaouli transcription, and to Alan Burdette at the SAVAIL Lab at I.U. for helping me stretch Finale in order to render this transcription on computer. Rob Grossman, thanks for the fabulous photo. Thanks to my cohorts in Monkey Puzzle Nils Fredland, Nicole Serena Kousaleos, Jerry McIlvain, and Dan Schumacher for keeping me laughing through the many stressful years of research and writing.

I thank my parents, in-laws, and brothers for taking care of finances and pets and storing belongings during our time abroad and for their support of my work and their love, which I return a millionfold.

To Dee Mortensen and Jane Lyle at Indiana University Press and copy editor Kate Babbitt, I offer thanks for helping me fine-tune and improve this book. I have especially valued my relationship with Dee, whose support and constructive criticism over the past three years have made this a better book. Dee, i nwe baara mun (thank you for the work).

Two people deserve not only my deepest gratitude but also direct and substantial credit for this project’s outcome. These are the members of our 1997 “research team” Biemi Gba Jacques and Nicole Serena Kousaleos. Jacques was much more than a research assistant; he was also a friend, a roommate, and a consultant. Our conversations sparked many important breakthroughs in my research. His spirit occupies these pages.

My wife Nicole Serena Kousaleos put her own studies on hold to travel with me in 1997. I cannot imagine this book without her. In the field, she nursed me through many illnesses, coached me through culture shock and the psychological trials of fieldwork, offered methodological and theoretical advice at critical junctures, and repeatedly helped me to see the big picture when I was drowning in a sea of ethnographic detail. Her insight and intuition helped guide this research toward its present focus. Back in the United States, she read and reread drafts of chapters and reminded me to write from experience. At every step of the way she has been generous with her support of my research. Her belief in my ability and in the value of this endeavor has sustained me through frequent bouts of doubt. Nicole, my partner and inspiration, a thousand barikas could not express the depth of my love and appreciation.

Finally, I thank my children Zoë Jade and Adrian Sian, who bring indescribable joy to my life.

Fieldwork upon which this book is based was funded by a Fulbright scholarship from the Institute for International Education (1997), a Richard M. Dorson Dissertation Research Grant from the Indiana University Folklore Institute (1997), and a Pre-Dissertation Travel Grant from the Indiana University African Studies Program (1994). Translations of works from German into English were funded by a New Faculty Grant from the University of North Carolina at Greensboro Office of Research Services (1999). All field recordings (video, DAT, and analog cassettes) upon which this book is based are deposited in the Indiana University Archives of Traditional Music (Accession number 98–005-F).

Much of this book is a revision of my dissertation (Reed 1999), while portions of the narrative about the PDCI party, and the associated analysis, are also found in an article in Africa Today (Reed 2001).

A Web site featuring excerpts of audio and video field recordings and additional photographs relevant to this text can be found at  http://iupress.indiana.edu/reed/.


NOTES ON LANGUAGE

Research for this book was conducted in French, Dan, and Jula. Biemi Gba Jacques helped me to translate most Dan materials into French. I alone am responsible for translation of materials from French and Jula into English, including French-language publications. To avoid encumbering the flow of the text, I generally reproduce in this book only the English translations, with the exception of song texts and some spoken texts from performances, which appear both in the original language and English. Rather than constantly repeating translation credits, I offer credit and profound thanks to Jacques here. Jacques’ translating work is but one of his many contributions without which this book would not have been possible.

Although I recognize the value of criticisms against using colonial-language spellings (see Conrad and Frank 1995, ix; and Charry 1996), I use French spellings for people and place names, because Ivorians do. In other words, town and city names are as they can be found on most maps, and spellings of peoples’ names are as they would themselves write them (with the minor exception that Ivorians tend to capitalize all letters of family names). Most Ivorian names begin with the family name and end with the given name, as in “Biemi (family name) Gba (middle name, also a family name) Jacques (given name).” I have chosen not to reverse this custom (and place given names first as is common in the United States) in order to identify and represent people as they would in their home context.

With some misgivings, I have chosen to use the ethnic group name “Dan.” The history of naming these people and of them naming themselves is long and complex (see, for example, Holsoe and Lauer 1976). Scholars use the term “Dan” to refer to the large cluster of peoples who straddle the Ivorian/Liberian border. On the Liberian side, they are generally called “Gio,” while Dan living in Côte d’Ivoire are usually called “Yakuba.”1 In my experience, Ivorian Dan identified themselves with a variety of terms according to context, affirming the idea that identity, and especially ethnic identity, is situational. In French-speaking circles and when identifying themselves to the outside world, my consultants usually identified themselves as “Yakuba.” Certain of my consultants, however, interchanged “Yakuba” and “Dan” in these contexts. When speaking Dan, though, several different terms were common. In Dan, younger people tended to call themselves “Yaba” (which, according to Biemi Gba Jacques, is a “French-influenced” word, meaning a Dan-ized version of the French invention “Yakuba”), while older people preferred “Danwopömɛn” (person who speaks Dan). Meanwhile, nearly all scholars, including Dan scholars, use the term “Dan” in their publications. I was very tempted to use the term “Yakuba,” despite its reputed colonialist origins, because it is the term my consultants most often used to identify themselves to the outside, but “Dan” is the term that will be recognized both by my consultants and the academic community.

No less challenging is writing the Dan language. The previous literature on the Dan presents a variety of orthographic approaches. As is the case with studies of all historically oral languages, orthography is affected by the way the person writing hears the language, which is influenced by this person’s native language. As far as I know, only scholars at the Société Internationale de Linguistique (SIL) in Abidjan have attempted to standardize Dan orthography (Baba, Deli, Bolli, and Flik 1994). SIL scholars have made excellent efforts toward creating a single set of orthographic characters for use in all sixty Ivorian languages, and they write Dan with those characters. I have borrowed certain elements of their work here and combine them with my own background in northern Mande languages to create what I hope is a system that will be comfortable for English speakers. Dan is a tonal language, with between three to five distinct tones, depending on regional dialect. I have chosen not to include tone marks here, both to encourage legibility for readers of English and because my linguistic training is insufficient to handle this difficult matter well.

Following is the orthography I have used for writing the Dan language. Consonants are as in English with the following exceptions:

 










	Sound
	Description
	Dan example
	English meaning



	ɓ
	implosive “b”; imagine beginning with an “m” and moving toward a “b,” all in one sound
	ɓaa
	drum



	ɗ
	implosive “d”; imagine beginning with an “n” and moving toward a “d,” all in one sound
	de
	mother



	gb
	“g” and “b” together in one sound
	gbin
	heavy



	kp
	“k” and “p” together in one sound
	kpɛɛ
	dry



	ŋ
	“ng” as in English “song”
	gbuŋ
	iron pellet





 

Vowels are as follows:

 










	Sound
	English Approximate
	Dan example
	English meaning



	a
	father
	da
	enter



	e
	bate
	we
	nothing



	ɛ
	bet
	kwɛwo
	sound of handclaps



	ë
	but
	dë
	father



	i
	beat
	yi
	water



	o
	boat
	do
	know



	ɔ
	bought
	kɔ
	hand



	ö
	somewhat like would in English, more like peu in French
	pö
	say



	u
	boot
	gu
	within





 

Some vowels can also occur in long form, doubling the length of the vowel, as in “gblɛɛn” (long, tall). Vowels may also occur in nasalized form, as in the name of the city, “Man,” or the ethnic group “Dan.” In these cases, the /n/ should not be pronounced more than is needed to connote nasalization. Thus, “Man” is not pronounced like the opposite of “woman” in English, but more like “ma” of “mama” with a more nasalized ending. This sound is more familiar to French speakers, as in “blanc.” Lastly, the plural is formed in Dan by the addition of the suffix “nu,” as in “ɓaanu” (drums) or “genu.”

Note

_____

1. The origins of this term are disputed, though many attribute it to a communication mishap in a colonial encounter; as the story goes, French colonial officers, when they first encountered Dan people, asked them what they call themselves. The Dan, of course, did not understand French, and speaking among themselves, kept repeating “ya pö nin ɓa” or “he said,” which somehow was badly transliterated as “Yakuba” and misconstrued as a response identifying their ethnicity (Holsoe and Lauer 1976).


CAST OF CHARACTERS

In contrast to most previous studies of Dan genu, my focus here is on people and the roles and meanings of this performance complex in their lives. It was my goal to understand Ge from multiple perspectives, and many people contributed significantly to this research. I learned a lot from those individuals, too numerous to name here, who perform regularly as part of the Gedro and Gegbadë groups; many of them appear in the pages of this book, either in narratives or quotes. But of the many people who have taught me about Ge, several are especially central to this book, and I would like to introduce them here.

No one is more important to this book than Biemi Gba Jacques. Jacques played many roles in this research. I hired him to work with me as a research assistant, to help me make contacts, navigate unfamiliar cultural territory, interpret events and recordings, document events, and translate recorded materials. He did all these well and went far beyond mere “assistance,” frequently suggesting important directions in the research and taking initiative to explore certain areas on his own accord, which provided me with useful information I might otherwise have lacked. And yet, being an initiated Dan man, Jacques also served as one of my most important consultants, teaching me a great deal about Ge and his interpretations of Dan life.

Jacques was uniquely well positioned to help me in this research. The eldest son of a university professor and a secondary school teacher, Jacques was born in France while his father was attending graduate school. Jacques did not, however, grow up abroad; rather, shortly after his birth his parents shipped him back to his mother’s family in the small village of Biélé, north of Man. There Jacques spent the first five years of his life, living in the compound of his grandfather (the village chief), his three wives, and their many children. When his parents returned to Côte d’Ivoire for teaching positions, Jacques rejoined them in the nation’s largest city of Abidjan, where he has lived from the age of 5 until today. Throughout his youth, however, Jacques returned to Biélé for summers.

Because of this personal history, Jacques is an interesting combination of insider and outsider with regard to his family’s home village and his identity as a Dan person. Though he is considered and considers himself a native son of Biélé, his friends and family who have spent their lives there jokingly call him “our foreigner.” Jacques is deeply rooted in Dan tradition and is worldly. This combination made him an excellent research collaborator, as he understood equally the traditions of Ge and of academe. An enthusiastic learner, Jacques viewed his participation in my research as a continuation of his initiation. Village-initiated and city smart, gregarious yet pensive, playful yet methodical, Jacques’ spirit occupies this book, which would not have been possible without him.

Much of my basic introduction to the philosophy of Ge came from my conversations with a charismatic elder with a gift for oratory named Gueu Gbe Gonga Alphonse. Monsieur Gueu Gbe has been called “the sage of sages” by Man mayor Bouys Philippe.1 Gueu Gbe earned this reputation by working for years in local politics; he is today retired from his position as director of the Man office of the federal Direction of Tourism. Widely revered in the Man region for his cultural acumen, Gueu Gbe even in his retirement is frequently consulted by local politicians regarding cultural affairs. Gueu Gbe, Biemi Gba Jacques said, is like an elder guardian of a metaphorical sacred house of Dan tradition in the contemporary urban setting of Man.

My music teachers not only taught me how to sing and drum but also provided me with some of my richest material on the workings and meanings of Ge in their lives. I learned about drumming in Ge performance, and much, much more, from a brash and brilliant young man named Goueu Tia Jean-Claude. Jean-Claude was unique in that he had earned the role of master drummer in Ge performances when only in his early 20s. A true prodigy, Jean-Claude is quickwitted and intense, and these qualities are as present in his drumming as in his general demeanor. I studied singing and song texts with farmer and Ge performer Gba Ernest. An elder who is recognized in the Man region for his dazzling singing and masterful and creative drumming, Gba Ernest was a kind and patient teacher. His laughter and benedictions still ring in my ears.

Gba Gama, bar owner and youth president in Petit Gbapleu (Man), is the point man for the cultural revival that has occurred in his neighborhood. Though not himself a Ge performer, Gba Gama’s organizational skill and belief in the value of Ge has enabled him to attract many young people to “the tradition.” He applied these same skills to help me in my research, and I learned much about entertainment genu, among other things, thanks to his assistance. Oulai Théodore, head of the sacred house in Grand Gbapleu where Gegbadë resides, invited me into the world of more highly sacred genu. An intellectual in his mid-30s, Théodore is known throughout the Man region and beyond as a leading expert in the arts of healing and solving sorcery-related conflicts. Finally, I thank Mameri Tia Thomas for arranging for me to learn about the Yam Festival and life in his beautiful and troubled village of Déoulé. Tia lives in two worlds at once, working both as a traditional healer and for the Man office of the Bureau of Agricultural Development. Charismatic, comedic, and complicated, Tia is like a trickster figure, and every day with him and/or in his village was as unpredictable as the wind. But through him, I learned much about Ge spirituality and conflict, which, for better or worse, is an important aspect of the world of Ge.

Of the many nonperformers who contributed to my understanding of Ge, probably none was more important than Madame Amso Edomtchi.2 A powerful, outspoken woman of Dida ethnicity, Edomtchi’s struggles with violent sorcery-related conflict in her family led her to call upon Gegbadë for help. In so doing, Edomtchi expanded her Christian beliefs and problem-solving strategies, syncretically incorporating Ge into her life and her understanding of the world. Despite the tragedy engulfing Edomtchi and her family, her interactions with me were always filled with humor and a deep sense of commitment to hope. That this fast-talking charismatic woman welcomed me to study her profound struggles and life-altering decisions meant a great deal to me and is a testament to her indomitable spirit.

Notes

_____

1. Mayor Bouys made this comment in his opening remarks at the first annual Gueheva Festival in Man on March 28, 1997.

2. Throughout this book, I generally use peoples’ real names in order to accord personal agency and give credit where credit is due. I have chosen, however, to use pseudonyms for Amso Edomtchi and her family, whose real names I am protecting as per their request because of the gravity of their situation.
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I would prefer if when you begin your book that you
remember that in the Dan region, the thing that you people
call “mask” is called “ge” ... and that in the Dan region,
people who speak French refuse for “ge” to be called “mask.”

 

—GUEU GBE GONGA ALPHONSE, SEPTEMBER 1, 1997,
MAN, CÔTE D’IVOIRE



INTRODUCTION

Talking about Ge

The subject of this book is the performance of a multifaceted religious and artistic phenomenon that the Dan people of western Côte d’Ivoire call Ge. Ge, which in scholarly literature has been translated as “mask,” appears among humans as a dancing and musical embodiment of Dan social ideals and beliefs. Genu (plural) are most fundamentally part of a pantheon of spirit intermediaries between people and God. Most of my Dan consultants agree that the spirits who manifest as genu originate in the wilderness, in certain mountains, trees, or streams of the forest environment that surrounds human settlements in the Dan homeland region. Each ge manifests in a particular way in performance in the world of humans. Most but not all ge manifestations include a masked dancer and specific music sound. Many genu dance to an ensemble of three to four drums, a gourd rattle, and a mixed chorus. Each ge manifests for particular reasons. There are genu for rejoicing and entertainment, genu who direct initiation, genu who enforce fire regulations during the dry season, and genu who act as judges to settle conflicts, to cite just a few examples. Ge is furthermore the spiritual base of the experiential education taught during initiation, which includes a philosophy of social ideals, values, and ethics involving proper behavior for adults in Dan society. As such, for many Dan who continue to practice what they often call “the tradition,” or “the religion of our ancestors,” Ge is at the root of Dan identity, of what it means to be Dan.1

During the colonial and postcolonial eras, Dan have experienced dramatic changes that have had direct implications for Ge and Ge performance. Postcolonial life in the city of Man features increasing religious and ethnic diversity, a complex diversified economy, increased mobility, mass media and mass communications, and a nation-state governmental infrastructure, all of which affect the practice of Ge. In Ge performance, people draw upon an old performance complex, with its inherent mutability, flexibility, and efficacy, to employ communicative strategies that enable them to accomplish goals in relationship to an increasingly pluralistic world.

Participants in Ge performance create both community and conflict, negotiating multiple, multifaceted identities in the process. My consultants use Ge performance to maintain connection to the ancestors and spirits central to their notions of Dan religious and ethnic identity while simultaneously positioning themselves vis-à-vis the new realities—peoples, institutions, and ways of life—of their world.2 Through Ge performance, people are entertained, and performers generate income for themselves and for their struggling local and national bureaus of tourism. Through Ge performance, people solve disputes and create dissention. Through Ge performance, my Dan consultants enact and legitimate their own power relationships. Governmental officials use Ge performance to validate their own power and importance. People accomplish these and other goals by manipulating pathways of communication, some older (e.g., numerous intermediaries between human and spirit worlds), some newer (e.g., mass media, mass communications, and ethnographic researchers), but most involving music in some way.

Music, the fuel that drives Ge performance, has received little attention in the literature on Dan genu; I will emphasize the centrality of sound to the performance of Ge. In Ge music (getan), performers find aesthetic resources that they manipulate to realize tasks at hand. This is true for both of the genu most central to this book: Gegbadë and Gedro. Gegbadë (lit., father of Gba [a family name] ge) performers use music to attract the spiritual power that enables them to solve sorcery conflicts and heal, manifesting Dan spiritual powers in collaboration with the Ivorian judiciary to combat socially destructive spiritual behaviors. Gedro (lit., frog ge) performs to manifest excellence in dance, incorporating popular-music references to make the enactment of Dan ethnic and religious identity relevant in the ethnically and religiously diverse context of 1990s Man. In performances of both Gedro and Gegbadë, ge music serves as the primary means through which participants accomplish their goals.

Ge performance exists in the world, and the world is present in Ge performance. During Ge manifestations, performers invoke other Dan genu and spirits, they reference Allah and Jesus, they incorporate songs and rhythms from other genres of Dan music and mass-mediated popular music, they sing and speak in numerous languages, they make reference to technology such as telephones and televisions, and they weave these and many other intertextual references together, creating a complex pastiche of sound, words, and images.3 The inherently intertextual process of Ge performance creation bears a great deal of resemblance to the processes of African popular-music creation as described by numerous researchers (Barber and Waterman 1995; Collins and Richards 1982; Turino 2000; Waterman 1990a, 1990b; Wondji 1983). Collins and Richards observe that “an important part of the appeal of ‘popular’ music in West Africa is the range of references upon which it is based, and the delight an audience takes in decoding these influences and quotations” (1982, 131, in Barber and Waterman 1995, 257). Like their pop-musician counterparts, Ge performers cull influences (both aesthetic and spiritual) from a wide variety of sources and recontextualize them in Ge performances, inscribing them with new meanings in the process. That these processes are evident in this “traditional” (as defined by the performers themselves) performance intrigued me, as genre-mixing and the unmooring of signs from their original contexts are features typically associated with postmodernism and “creolized” popular artistic forms (cf. Barber and Waterman 1995). Interethnic, interreligious, in interaction with everything from forest spirits to federal officials, Ge performance is a pathway of communication through which my consultants relate to their world and get things done.

This book explores how and why a traditional performance complex can hold relevance for people in a cosmopolitan contemporary West African setting. For Ge performers, the decision to embrace “the tradition” in response to competing forces (e.g., Islam or popular music) does not represent a step backward toward a static practice from a purer time. Rather, Ge is a dynamic, vibrant phenomenon that is as complex, as cosmopolitan, and as modern as are the performers themselves. Performers and other practitioners view their decision to embrace Ge as a step forward, using resources from the past that they strategically reshape to help them deal with their contemporary lives. This book shows that contemporary Africans can express fully modern identities through what they define as a traditional expressive form.

WHY “GE?”

Some of my consultants requested that I use the term “Ge,” and not “mask,” in my publications. I am more than happy to honor their requests. Even a cursory glance at the first paragraph will reveal that Ge is far more than a “mask.”4 Using the term “Ge” is ethnographically sound, since no appropriate translation for the word exists, and ethically responsible, since it was the request of some of my most important consultants. I use the capitalized word “Ge” as a proper noun to refer to the philosophy, the education, and the institutional aspects of this phenomenon, and the lowercase “ge” to refer to individual spirits who appear in performance. In so doing, I am following the suggestion of my research assistant, collaborator, and friend Biemi Gba Jacques, who explained that this is analogous to the distinction made in French between “Eglise” (Church) to refer to the institution, and “église” (church) to refer to individual buildings of worship.

When speaking French, however, my consultants themselves frequently used the word “masque.” Thus, since I conducted many interviews in French, the reader will find scattered throughout this book direct quotations in which the English translation “mask” appears. This brings up the issue that this book is, to a great extent, my attempt to represent what my consultants wanted me to represent about Ge. Always, when I first met people, I introduced myself and my research by explaining that I was not there to learn and expose to the world secret knowledge that is the exclusive province of initiates. I told them that I was there to learn what anyone and everyone on the street in Man was permitted to know about Ge performance. I wanted to know what they wanted me to know. I am therefore representing, to the best of my ability, what my consultants wanted me to represent, with few exceptions. It is not my goal in this ethnography to represent the capital “T” Truth about Ge performance in 1990s Ivorian life. Rather, I aim to portray what happened in a fieldwork encounter, during which an American ethnomusicologist spent time studying an African performance practice. This book is my attempt to piece together some kind of a story—at least a “partial truth” (Clifford 1986)—out of this experience of cross-cultural interaction.

Despite initial announcements of my research intentions, I nevertheless ended up learning a great deal of “secret” information. As my consultants and I grew more comfortable with one another, and, I like to think, they became convinced of my sincerity and trustworthiness, they became less guarded about certain aspects of Ge. As a result, I unwittingly became privy to information that consultants did not share with the general public. Occasionally, I had to ask whether this, that, or the other thing someone had just told me was something I could share with others, and if so, with whom and in what form. Some things I learned I cannot write about in this book.

For example, I, like any Dan person, cannot publicly identify an individual who performed a ge. This presents an odd predicament for someone concerned with issues of agency, as I am. In some regions of Africa, masked dancers can be identified by name. Zoë Strother freely identifies masked dancers among the Pende of central Africa (1998). Even among the Gouro, who, like the Dan, are a southern Mande group who live in Côte d’Ivoire, a masked dancer can lift the mask off his face as he makes his way to a performance space. Not so for the Dan. Yet everyone save the youngest of children knows that there is a person “behind the mask” (gewëɗë—”face of the ge”)5 and beneath the clothing of a dancing ge. Many people even know who that person is, even though they cannot speak this knowledge in a public setting. People deliberately talk around the issue, finding creative ways to discuss the subject of Ge performance without naming names. An intentional ambiguity surrounds this issue: it is okay to know but not okay to say that there is a person beneath the dancing figure. Taking my consultants literally, Ge performance cannot be considered spirit mediumship, because a dancing ge is not a person embodying a spirit, but rather the ge is the spirit itself. Ge performance does not represent; it is. An analogy, which may be familiar to many readers, is the notion of transubstantiation. Catholics who participate in communion know that someone went to the store and bought wafers and wine. But during communion, Catholic doctrine holds that those foodstuffs are transformed into the body and blood of Christ. Likewise, the fact that people knew that there was a person beneath a ge’s outfit did not make the presence of the spirit any less real.

And yet, there was a kind of “wink wink, nudge nudge” quality to discussions in which everyone present knew, but could not speak, the name of a ge performer. This frequently occurred during interviews, in which everyone, including me, knew which person in the room had “accompanied” the ge that we were discussing. I have chosen to write about this issue with this same sense of deliberate ambiguity. I will not, of course, name anyone who “accompanied” or was “behind” any ge. Yet just as people did in the Man region, readers eventually might figure out, or at least have some good guesses for, who these people are. And that is perfectly acceptable. I will not identify people, but it is fine if readers infer who they are. I have chosen this tactic both to adhere to my ethical obligations regarding this matter and to attempt to represent, in the way I write about the issue, the way Dan people talked with me about it.6

The Dan language has no one standard word or phrase for describing a ge’s presence among people, but my consultants did tend to describe this in one of two ways. One was “ge ɗua gu” which literally translates as “The ge is in the raffia.” This phrase refers to the fact that most genu who manifest visually wear sacred raffia skirts. “Ge ɗua gu” draws on that metaphor to state that a ge has taken on a corporeal form. My consultants also said, “ge kpin,” which translates as “the ge is outside,” this referring to the gunkɔ, or sacred house, where ge paraphernalia is kept—the village home of genu. Since genu are usually “inside” the sacred house, saying they are “outside” means they are manifest in performance in the world of humans.

In French, my consultants often described a ge’s presence similarly, using the words “dehors” (outside) and “sortir” (to go out).7 Consultants very commonly used the verb “manifester” and the noun “manifestation” to describe ge performance events. “Manifester” has several meanings in French, including the English cognate “manifest,” “appear,” “show,” and “display clearly.” Ivorians use “manifestation” to describe many types of gatherings of people, from political protests to performances. I have chosen to use the words “manifest” and “manifestation” interchangeably with “perform” and “performance,” as they are the best options in English for expressing the nuances and connotations of the ways my consultants described the presence of genu among humans.

METHODS

I have been studying Ge performance since 1993 and have lived in the city of Man, Côte d’Ivoire, conducting field research for nearly twelve months, including part of the summer of 1994 and more than ten months of 1997. All of my Dan consultants come from the northern Dan region and live either in Man itself or in the region between Man and Biankouma. In 1994, I worked with a Dan research assistant named Tiemoko Guillaume and Ivorian ethnomusicologist Adépo Yapo. We lived in the Tiemoko family compound in Man, which we used as a home base while conducting research in surrounding villages. In 1997, my wife Nicole Kousaleos and I lived and worked with a Dan man named Biemi Gba Jacques, the three of us forming what we affectionately called our “research team.”

In 1997, Nicole was a doctoral candidate in folklore. Having received similar training to mine, Nicole was able to advise me and help me navigate through many theoretical and methodological uncertainties. Not only did I benefit from having the emotional support of my partner during most of my time abroad, I also profited from having a trained folklorist to consult. Jacques played many roles in my research, including research assistant, consultant, language coach, and friend. Jacques was critical to this project’s outcome. A bright, conscientious young man, Jacques had been a student at an Ivorian university. The year Nicole and I arrived, however, Jacques was in transition, having dropped out of school due to frustration over recurrent strike-related university closings. Ethnographic literature is rife with tales of troubles with research assistants (Gottlieb and Graham 1993; Spindel 1989; Stoller and Olkes 1987). Often marginal characters-people without ties and responsibilities—are the ones available for such temporary positions. Jacques, in contrast, was an extraordinary worker and a caring friend. My relationship with Jacques was also beneficial because of his familial connections in the Man region. We conducted nearly all of our research with members of Jacques’ family (in the extended Ivorian sense of the word) and friends and acquaintances of his family. Working with Jacques, I gained access to and trust from ge performers that would have been nearly impossible to elicit on my own.
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Figure Intro.1. Biemi Gba Jacques being mock-interviewed by a comédie ge.
Photograph by Daniel B. Reed.
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Figure Intro.2. Nicole Kousaleos taking a break from videotaping.
Photograph by Daniel B. Reed.





To effectively explore the many facets of Ge performance and to attempt to grasp its many meanings, I designed a field methodology with many different components and strategies. I participated in numerous ways in Ge performances: as a conspicuous audience member; as a documenter through Hi-8 videotaping, DAT recording, and photographing (which Nicole, Jacques, and I handled as a team); and, on rare occasions, as a drummer and singer. After I prepared detailed indexes of the DATs and videos, Jacques and I used them for text translation and for developing research questions. We then conducted feedback interviews (Stone and Stone 1981) with event participants. As we watched and listened to these recordings, consultants and I interpreted and analyzed the events together, a process that enabled me to better approach their perspectives and understandings of the meanings and uses of genu in their lives. We also held interviews with a range of local people, including, but not limited to, the ge performers themselves. The result is more than 120 hours of taped discussions, including oral histories. I fleshed out the historical aspect of my study with research in several archives in Abidjan. I collected additional material, including videos shot by others of Ge performance events, newspaper and magazine articles pertinent to my research, and cassettes of popular music that ge performers sometimes incorporate. I spent time with people, casually talking. In the informal interactions that took place as a result of living in Man, I learned a great deal about how my consultants lived their daily lives, which helped me to understand the roles music and genu played in their lives. I wrote volumes of field notes, in which I began initial analyses and interpretations.

Last, but far from least, I studied music with master drummer Goueu Tia Jean-Claude and vocalist/drummer Gba Ernest. I honestly did not have a clear idea of what I was looking for when I began studying the drumming and singing aspects of Ge performance. I simply knew that I had read enough ethnomusicological ethnographies in which learning how to play had been an extremely effective method toward understanding peoples’ ideas about and uses of their music. I am a person who loves to play music, so I was also following my heart. It was Dan music, in part, that had drawn me to western Côte d’Ivoire in the first place; in its fascinating array of timbres and complex polyrhythms, Dan music seemed to concentrate and intensify some of my favorite characteristics of West African music. So I dove in, unaware of how important this method would eventually prove to be. In these lessons, I learned that music sound is the spiritually activating force in Ge performance. Certain techniques and aesthetic principles are used to mediate between the worlds of spirit and humans. Specifically, the interactions between the master drummer and the dancing ge proved to be the most important place to look for communicative strategies and the generation of meanings. Only by learning how to perform this music was I able to understand how this communication works and its importance not just to the spiritual and technical workings of Ge performance but also to my consultants’ lives. While the sonic aspect of Ge is discussed throughout this book, in Chapters 5 and 6 I spotlight singing and drumming in order to demonstrate the centrality of music to the concept and process of Ge.

My regular music lessons also helped me to develop deeper relationships with certain people who became not just consultants but teachers and, to some extent, friends. These lessons, usually held at our house, were at first very formal and stiff. Gradually, as I got to know my teachers better and they became more comfortable in our home, the lessons became much less formal, sometimes filled as much with jokes and laughter as with the sounds of drums and singing. The transition from a formal lesson/interview context to an informal feeling of “hanging out” was crucial to the building of relationships and the deepening of my ethnographic experience; from these lessons came my richest material.

The deepening of my relationships with Jean-Claude, Gba Ernest, and the friends who would frequently accompany them to our house for lessons had repercussions far beyond the lessons themselves. When I first arrived in 1994 and for the first few months of my stay in 1997, I (through the intermediary of my research assistants Tiemoko Guillaume in 1994 and Biemi Gba Jacques in 1997) was usually the one to initiate contact with ge performers, asking permission to study their performances and their lives. Slowly but surely, this became less necessary as I began receiving regular invitations to events. By June of 1997, I was receiving so many such invitations that I actually could not keep up and was occasionally forced to decline.

This is of course just a cursory description of what happened in “the field.” As several of the authors of the edited text Shadows in the Field so convincingly argue, we create a false division between the field experience and preparations for, and analysis and write-up of that experience (see especially Barz 1997). I, like all ethnomusicologists, spent years preparing for “the field,” studying French and Bamanankan,8 reading previous literature, discussing ideas with colleagues and mentors, developing research questions, writing grant proposals. And in a certain sense, my field experience continues up to today, as I continue to interact with my consultants both literally (through the mail and phone) and figuratively (through the various field media) as I write. Fieldwork is, in reality, just living—albeit a specially framed and focused kind of living—that does not end when we return from some metaphoric “field.” I prefer to think of fieldwork not as a particular spatially or temporally bound experience (see Babiracki 1997 and Rice 1997). Rather, fieldwork is, as Michelle Kisliuk writes (though she prefers the term “field research”), “a broad conceptual zone united by a chain of inquiry” (1997, 29).

Another factor that cannot be overemphasized is the extent to which field-work is a reciprocal, interactive process (Drewal 1992; Jackson 1989; Roseman 1991). Anthropologist Michael Jackson asserts that “the radically empirical method includes the experience of the observer and defines the experimental field as one of interactions and intersubjectivity” (1989, 4). Understood in this way, ethnography is less a matter of a subject viewing an object than of an interaction, a meeting of subjects, or agents, in space and time.

On what may appear to be (but in fact is not) a crude level, my research was reciprocal in that there were monetary exchanges involved nearly every step of the way. Doing research on the subject of Ge is not a cheap endeavor. Gba Daouda, a Dan anthropologist who conducted dissertation research about Ge—some of it with members of his own family—writes of his own research experience, “In the Dan region, in keeping respect for the Mask tradition, one must each time offer a kola, drink, and/or chickens to the ancestors before engaging in discussion or interviews” (1984, 26). The “kola” Daouda mentions can sometimes literally be an offering of kola nuts (a traditional gift as a sign of respect for authority), but it is more frequently a metaphor for a monetary gift. Offering of a kola is considered to be standard protocol when dealing with any aspect of Ge, from arranging a performance to seeking a private consultation. For practitioners of Ge, the gift of a kola is viewed as a sacred gesture to the ancestors, accepted on their behalf by elders in the sacred house, to demonstrate respect for “the tradition.” Thus Gba Daouda and I both were required to participate in this system in order to learn about Ge. Payment in this context should not be viewed as something that “cheapens” what we ethnographers have learned, nor does it render profane the tradition of Ge. Payment is rather an integral part of that tradition. I had come to them asking for teachers and information; they in turn made certain demands of me. This transaction was just one of many ways in which my fieldwork was a two-way street.9

As will become clear, Ge performance is a business for some, a way of making money. We need not look to Africa for examples of people whose work is simultaneously sacred and profitable. Priests, ministers, and rabbis are just a few examples of people who earn their livelihoods through sacred practices. At times, performers were blatant in their attempts to establish relationships with me that they knew could prove to be financially profitable. Consultants valued relationships with our research team for other reasons as well. Much has been written about the importance in Dan culture of being known as being good at something (see, for example, Johnson 1986). Some consultants told me that they were flattered that I had come all the way from North America to study what they did and inferred that our relationship would add to their local renown. As word of our presence in Man spread, some ge performers began seeking us out, inviting us to film, photograph, and record their performances. Since providing copies of all media was a part of every agreement that I made with potential consultants, they also saw our association as a way to obtain such documents of their performances. While I was filming, recording, and photographing performers, shaping them into images, sounds, and words that I could bring home to share with people in the United States, consultants were taking the opportunity to meet their own interests, shaping our interactions into something useful for themselves. In sum, I became a pathway of communication for my consultants to use to accomplish goals through Ge performance. Consultants told me that they wanted to use the publication of my research to attain goals such as informing otherwise inaccessible people about Ge and increasing their own renown. In fact, this book, like Ge, is an intersubjective creation, based upon agents (my consultants and, of course, me) crafting reality and identity to meet particular goals.

The deeper my relationships with people became, the more reciprocal the process became. With no one was this more true than Biemi Gba Jacques. Jacques viewed his participation in this research project as a way of continuing his initiation into things Dan, of extending his knowledge about specific aspects of his culture, and thus as deepening his sense of his ethnic identity. On a more personal note, by living and working together, we developed an intimacy that remains to this day.

INTERSUBJECTIVITY AND INDIGENOUS THEORY

Here, I am building on intellectual trends which, taken as a whole, represent a paradigmatic shift from what Mark Johnson calls an “Objectivist” worldview to what he terms “empirical phenomenology” (1987, xxxvii). Johnson describes the Objectivist worldview as disembodied or transcendent, grounding his argument in the Cartesian mind/body split, which describes meaning as objectively pure, existing prior to human experience. In this view, meaning originates in the universal transcendent realm of reason and operates by a single set of universal rules of logic. Epistemologically, the Objectivist stance allows for a “‘God’s eye’ point of view, that is, a perspective that transcends all human limitation and constitutes a universally valid reflective stance” (xxiii).10

Clearly, all ethnographic pursuits have historical roots in this Objectivist worldview. Many early anthropologists, folklorists, and ethnomusicologists represented worlds in which their only presence was as a distanced, voice of authority from a “bird’s-eye perspective” (Erlmann 1996, 11). This kind of objective distance was considered imperative for accurate description of cultural phenomena. In contrast, the phenomenological notion of intersubjectivity describes a reality which consists neither of a singular notion of transcendent objective truth nor of subjective viewpoints of isolated individuals; rather, meaning is formed in human interaction—in the interaction of subjectivities, or intersubjectivity. Subjectivity is not denied; rather, subjectivity is seen as socially constructed (Jackson 1996, 27). Each individual’s viewpoint is understood to be developed through social interaction. Since Ge performance is a public event, its various meanings are clearly socially constructed and contested. Ge performance exemplifies the idea that meanings are constructed through the intersubjective interaction of agents in social space. By utilizing descriptive narrative in this text, I am attempting to explore the intersubjective and social creation of meaning in peoples’ experience of, and discourse about, Ge.

Phenomenological ethnography thus decenters meaning and, to some extent, authority. Veit Erlmann notes that ethnographers must attend to multiple and shifting vantage points (1996, 11). In this book, I explore the meanings Ge performance generates from multiple perspectives—those of performers and organizers of events; elders and the young; Christians, Muslims, and practitioners of Dan religion; people of various ethnic groups; and politicians, judges, and journalists. Through both my theoretical approach and my representational style, I attempt to recognize the multiple voices of meaning-creation in such a way as to highlight the authority of these voices. Yet I do not wish to suggest that my approach completely does away with the authority located in the ethnographer’s voice. I am, after all, the one writing this text, despite my attempts to foreground the polyvocal process that has resulted in this ethnography. My approach is one that attempts to lessen the centering of authority and meaning in the voice of the scholar, both in the ethnographic process and in the creation of text. But attempting to do away with scholarly authority entirely would be denial; ethnographers assume a certain authority, without which this type of work would not be possible (Reed 1993, 83).

I recognize the authority of my consultants by attempting to understand their own theories about what they do. Johannes Fabian calls for moving beyond asymmetrical theory/method relationships (“subject here, object there; theory and method on our side, reality and facts on theirs” [1990, xv]). Some of my consultants theorized their own lives with an enviable sophistication and poetic flair. Throughout the book, I include extensive first-person quotations so the reader can “hear” my consultants, in their own words, describe their experience with Ge and theorize its meanings.11 Ge was, for some people, both theory and practice. Consultants and I discussed theory about religion, proper behavior, aesthetics, identity, and many other facets of the multifaceted concept of Ge; these conversations inform the entire book but are especially central to the detailed exploration of the concept of Ge that makes up Chapter 4.

Some of my consultants’ ideas about and uses of the term “tradition” deserve special attention. French-speaking consultants often called Dan religion “the tradition” and regularly made use of the term “modernity” (and derivatives thereof) as well. As I show in Chapter 3, their use of these terms indicates notions of tradition and modernity that are nuanced and complex. For them, “tradition” was held as a separate category from things “modern” and “popular” and from religious ideas from other sources such as Islam and Christianity. Yet the boundaries between these separate categories, as my consultants represented them to me, were fluid, permeable, and historically contingent. “The tradition” was adaptable; it was timeless yet of the moment. This book will demonstrate ways that performers make this old performance complex relevant to their world, both in theory and in practice. Though they call Ge “the tradition,” self-consciously according it the weight and authority associated with this term, the creative process of Ge performers echoes that of African popular musicians and artists, a process scholars such as Ulf Hannerz, Christopher Waterman, and Karin Barber have called “creolization.” By exploring consultants’ ideas about tradition, I am responding to Henry Glassie’s call to listen to our consultants’ ideas about this controversial word, to see how they are defining and using this term (1995). Certain academics (including this one—Reed 1996) expound what tradition should mean; here, I decenter the term’s definition to explore what it does mean to some of my consultants.12

I thus re-engage the terms “tradition” and “modernity” from an experiential perspective. While I recognize that these words are problematic and can be read in dualistic or binary terms, I deliberately embrace them because my consultants themselves use them to interpret their actions and understand their worlds. I furthermore recognize that these terms have roots in an ideologically driven, evolutionary discourse (Comaroff and Comaroff 1993, xii) and that their overuse has “given them a spurious solidity” (Barber 1997a, 1). Yet I find ethnographic value in exploring the ways Africans themselves are using these epistemological categories “to describe and understand the cultural universe within which they operate” (ibid., 1). When I counterpose concepts such as tradition and modern, tradition and popular, Dan religion and Islam, I am not pursuing a Levi-Straussian binary structuralism but rather am attempting to represent these concepts the way consultants viewed them, the ways they lived them in their experience of their world. Categories such as “tradition” and “modernity” are important signposts for my consultants as they navigate their world.13

BEYOND BOUNDED COMMUNITIES

The world that my consultants inhabit is fluid, multilayered, and dynamic, and I make deliberate effort here to portray Ge performance within that context. In his study of the music of Peruvian highlanders and migration, Thomas Turino writes, “Given the mobility of twentieth-century Peruvian life, bounded, rural ethnographies are no longer practical” (1993, 6). The same can be said of late twentieth-century Côte d’Ivoire. As Turino argues, many fine ethnomusicological ethnographies in the 1970s and 1980s, influenced by structuralism, presented “elegant depictions of the tight coherence of cultural practices, aesthetics, and ethics across various realms of social life in small-scale settings” (ibid., 9). Yet, he continues:


Typically, however, these studies do not stress individual subject positions within the depiction of specific groups, nor do they emphasize the more discrete levels of disagreement, contradiction and conflict. They also tend to isolate the specific social setting from its broader regional, national, international, and historical contexts, (ibid.)



As Turino advocates, in this ethnography I stress the voices, thoughts, and opinions of individuals—including instances of conflict and contradiction as well as cooperation and agreement—within a broad historical and cultural context. In so doing, I build on the strengths of previous studies while extending them in certain key ways. I imagine that few ethnomusicologists have had the fortune of conducting fieldwork in a region about which so much excellent ethnography has already been published. Hugo Zemp’s Musique Dan (1971) stands the test of time as an outstanding example of the study of indigenous concepts about and uses of music. Unlike many ethnographies of its time, Musique Dan does not represent the Dan as a homogeneous musical/cultural monolith. Rather, Zemp discusses regional diversity in everything from religious ideas to musical concepts to instruments. He includes extensive first-person quotations of Dan individuals. All in all, I could not have asked for a more solid ground base upon which to build my own work than I found in Zemp’s comprehensive study of the musical life and ideas of Dan peoples. Yet Musique Dan, like most ethnomusicological monographs of its time, tends to represent the Dan in seeming isolation from their larger cultural and geographical context. My own study extends Zemp’s work by attempting a more microlevel study (dealing with a single genre of performance and working more intensively with fewer people) placed within a more macrolevel context, both in historical and cultural terms.

MASK PERFORMANCE, CREATIVE PROCESS, AND IDENTITY

Grasping the role of Ge in identity negotiation requires not just placing Ge and Dan people in a broad social and historical context but also understanding Ge as a creative process. In focusing on process, I am building on performance-oriented approaches that have taken hold in several fields. Art historian Sidney Kasfir notes that through most of the past century, research of African masks was generally bifurcated into that of art historians, who looked at the mask as a physical artifact expressing aesthetic values, and that of anthropologists, who viewed masks solely as sociocultural symbols. In so doing, scholars divided up the study of masks in a way that bore no relation to the perceptions of the performers themselves (Kasfir 1988, 2). Kasfir cites the importance of art historian Robert Farris Thompson’s work, which overturned these past trends of scholarship by opening up new ways of looking at art in Africa. Thompson suggested the possibility of viewing art as a verb in his monumental work African Art in Motion: Icon and Act (1974). As the title suggests, Thompson called for redefining what constitutes a work of visual art by expanding the physical artifact to include the enactment of the artifact. In isolating the mask from its role in performance, previous art historians divorced the artifact from its context; in integrating the mask and its performance, Thompson and others have attempted to understand the meanings and uses of masks as they are conceived of in specific African settings.14

Contemporary scholars of African masks with whom I feel affinity react against previous tendencies merely to identify “tribal styles” of single cultural groups in implicit isolation from the rest of the world. Select studies conducted during the past two decades show masks and mask performances as dynamic expressive arts created by agents who generate meaning for themselves in relationship to local, regional, and even global contexts and influences (Arnoldi 1995; Bravmann 1983; Drewal and Drewal 1983; Drewal 1992; El-Dabh and Proschan 1979; Fischer and Hornberger 1986; Gba Daouda 1982; Harding 1990; Imperato 1980; Johnson 1986; McCluskey 1987; McNaughton 1993; Nunley 1987; Strother 1995, 1998; Wooten 2000a, 2000b). In this literature we find masks dancing in contexts such as political rallies, contemporary theatrical productions, regional competitions, and sacred rituals; we see carvers whose influences range from dream spirits to international sports stars; we see masks whose physical forms reference everything from colonial dress to airplanes.

Mask performance is a means through which West Africans interact with the world around them; in the process, they negotiate identities (cf. Wooten 2000a). Let me pause for a moment to describe what I mean by the word “negotiate.” Inherent in my use of this word is the idea of a process of interaction between parties. Something must be settled; thus, there is the implication of conflict, in the sense of the central drama that any good novel presents, which seeks resolution. When negotiating, people are up against something that they must move through, around, or over, possibly an obstacle or a boundary.

My consultants negotiate various boundaries through Ge performance. They negotiate their relationships to their natural environment and their ancestors and their relationships between themselves and God. They negotiate their relationships to other religious traditions and other ethnic groups and their relationships to one another. They negotiate relationships between local, regional, and national power bases and between systems of justice of differing origins. They negotiate boundaries between the religious and the secular, which include the relationship between what they define as traditional and popular music and dance. Overall, my consultants negotiate boundaries between various forces in their lives and Ge and in the end create meanings for themselves in the complex, heterogeneous, and fluid setting of 1990s Côte d’Ivoire. These boundaries are not unanimously agreed upon; they are continually contested and, as a result, shift and change. In this book, I will recount numerous instances of the contestation of the boundaries of Ge and Ge performance, including conflicts over how Ge performance should be conducted, what music should be included/excluded, and where performances should be held. Through these and other ways, my consultants negotiate the place and meaning of Ge in their lives.

Mask performance is one means through which West Africans express and generate notions of community identity. Though West Africans have been highly mobile for centuries, mobility increased dramatically in the twentieth century. As a result of this mobility and mass media (among other factors) people increasingly encounter and are confronted by difference in their daily lives. Identity issues increasingly come to the fore in such contexts, and people use their arts to establish commonality and difference. Underlying this process is the idea that people express identity in relationship to others, through performance (Bauman 1971). Ge performance is particularly well suited for this process, as it is not only a form of artistic expression but also a public enactment of Dan religious ideas; beyond that, many Dan identified Ge as the very thing that undergirded the idea of Danness. This expression of religious and ethnic identity is taking place in contexts in which increasingly more people of other ethnic and religious identities are present.15 Overall, then, Ge performance exemplifies the Comaroffs’ characterization of ritual performance as a means for people to “empower themselves” by asserting “a measure of control over worlds often perceived to be rapidly changing” (Comaroff and Comaroff 1993, xiv).

STRUCTURE AND STYLE

Over the past several decades, many ethnographers have made effective use of narrative forms of representation. The contemporary use of narrative in ethnographic writing grew out of the reflexive movement which blossomed in the 1980s, in which ethnographers challenged “objective” perspectives and authoritative representational styles seemingly removed from the field experiences with individuals upon which ethnographic writing is based (see Clifford and Marcus 1986; Crapanzano 1980; Jackson 1989). In more recent years, many ethnographers have attempted to foreground experience by incorporating narrative forms of representation into their written accounts (see, for example, Abu-Lughod 1993; Arnoldi 1995; Kamara 1992; Kisliuk 1998; and Lawless 1993).16 Others have explicitly adopted literary conventions, very effectively bringing to life stories of field experiences and the people in those stories (Gottlieb and Graham 1993; Stoller and Olkes 1987; Stoller 1989).
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