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Foreword

The past two decades have witnessed growing attention to forced mobility as re-
foulement, i.e., deportation in the wake of growing immigration restrictions and
the externalization of migration control to places of transit and origin countries of
migration. The growing restrictions and attendant securitization attest to the sig-
nificance of the universalization of the nation-state form: refoulement is regularly
taking place not only from Europe to Africa but also from some African states to
others. Susanne U. Schultz’s study contributes to the rapidly emerging field of de-
portation studies with a focus on various types of forced return as a form of what
she calls “legally produced violence” in the wake of what the late French sociologist
Abdelmayek Sayad termed initially unsuccessful “emigration-aventures.” Deportation
as a process has an impact upon the condition of irregular migrants and, in this
case, on the post-deportation condition.

Susanne U. Schultz frames her investigations around supposedly “failed” mi-
gratory adventures, thus pointing toward the ambivalence of failure and success
as reflected in the migration experiences of both young and older men from var-
ious regions of Mali. The experience of “failure” is interrogated as a notion that is
materially, emotionally, and morally charged in its social dimensions. The study
suggests that failure may eventually turn out to be “a productive category.” This
finding provides one of the answers to the main question: how do the forced re-
turnees (refoulés) deal with deportation?

This rigorous study pushes us to rethink the scope and the consequences of
forced returns in the lives of migrant workers, their families and communities.
Susanne U. Schultz’s way of tracing the processes of forced return points to a re-
search line sufficiently rich to inform a research agenda for years to come, and her
book offers a multi-perspectival analysis which considers the experiences of forced
migrants in addition to the usual views of governments. This makes it a rare and
convincing exemplar of providing reflexive knowledge on (return) migration,
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something that is badly needed if better policies for European–African transna-
tional social spaces are to be devised.

Bielefeld, November 2021
Thomas Faist
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Chapter 1
Introduction: Toward embedding “failed” migratory
adventures in southern Mali

It is a hot and dry December morning in the main square of a hub city in southwest
Mali. I am here with a group of activists from Mali and Europe in order to par-
ticipate in and document an event organized by a transnational activist network.
Together with community representatives and bereaved families we have come to
commemorate the deaths of migrants in the Mediterranean – their “martyrs,” as
some call them. In this region there are communities with long histories of mobil-
ity and migration that take many forms and established practices regarding them.
Everybody here has some relation to being on the move, whether through previous
or prospective migratory experience of their own, or as a relative, acquaintance, or
dependent of a migrant. The numerous chairs set out under sun canopies on the
square are still empty. It is early Saturday. The commemoration event, which was
preluded at first light by the sacrifice of an ox at the imam’s house, will start soon.

As we pass through the square and observe the site, people start to arrive.They
are mostly men, middle-aged and young, who come and sit. After a little while,
the chairs are filled. More official representatives of the city and members of the
bereaved families take their places in the broad main stand flanking the square.
We sit with them in the shadow of the canopy as the event is rolled out. As we
shortly learn, a largemajority of themen seated on these rudimentary chairs typical
of the locality have previously been deported.1 They are what people commonly
call refoulés2: former adventurers (anciens aventuriers) who “have not made it.”

1 The term “deportation” here refers to different forms of forced return, including push-backs,
refoulements, expulsions, repatriations, and, importantly, transit or emergency returns. My
intention is to emphasize the often coercive and above all involuntary nature of these re-
turns without focusing on legal differentiations. This derives frommy observation that legal
terms are sometimes arbitrarily or dissimilarly used by (Malian and other) representatives of
authority and above all by the returnees themselves (cf. Alpes, 2020, 2017; Kleist, 2017a).

2 A term that literally translates as “people who have been pushed back” and that deportees
and other “involuntary” returnees most often use to refer to themselves. I will deal with this
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Most of them were forcibly returned from the Maghreb states externally bordering
the European Union (EU), that is, from Libya, Morocco, Mauritania, or Algeria;
others come from Gabon or the two Congos. Few of those who are here have been
forcibly returned from European states directly; only a small number have come
from Spain, France, Germany, or, most recently, Italy. Many of the latter prefer
to stay in Bamako, Mali’s capital city. Together with the few from Germany and
from other West African countries, the former migrants and deportees form an
international crowd to commemorate and value the migrant “heroes,” who went
out for the well-being and betterment of their communities expecting to return “in
triumph” (Latour, 2003). Now they are presumed dead; they cannot even be buried
according to the Muslim rule (cf. Sylla & Schultz, 2020).

The day is primarily an occasion to express and share mourning. Several of the
parents burst into tears when offered the chance to bring in their testimonies de-
scribing the difficulties they have faced. But, in addition, the families and civil soci-
ety actors are able to express their political discontents, challenging the “neoliberal
state,” “international donors,” and the “development” regime. In their introductory
speeches during the main commemoration, representatives of the local authorities
harshly denounce the attitude of the Malian government regarding the treatment
of Malians abroad. They appeal for agriculture to be properly valued as that would
retain “the valid arms on the spot” (field notes, 12-19-2015, in other words “keep
fit and effective workers in the country”), and avoid young people “being forced”
to leave. The activists’ declaration places the central responsibility squarely on the
EU, denouncing the political and economic inequalities of restrictive border pro-
tection policies and their corollaries, the extinction or distortion of manymigrants’
lives (Afrique-Europe-Interact [AEI],Mali Section,December 18, 2015, unpublished
statement).The Europeans’ established discourse on “irregular”migrants will even-
tually legitimize these policies, including deportations, dividing those on the move
into desirables and undesirables (Agier, 2011). Even if it took place out of sight of
most participants, the ritual sacrifice element was of central symbolic significance
for commemorating the absent, dead bodies. It allowed the dead to be integrated
in the “normal” order of a funeral practice, thus ensuring “their rest and salvation,”
and recovering something from the great loss caused by the politically externalized
borders (see Sylla & Schultz, 2020, p. 5).

This situation is a snapshot of the contemporary state of the global deporta-
tion regime (De Genova & Peutz, 2010) and of the unequal practices in place at its
externalized borders. It marks a very specific historical moment at which border
controls, mobility restrictions, and deportations have created everyday realities of

term inmore detail shortly. StefanieMaher (2015)makes similar observations in Senegal. For
further explanation see the subchapter headed “Everybody is a réfoulé” (p. 33).
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death, abuse, trauma, and destruction. Not only have the “migratory failures” pro-
duced by these restrictions and forced returns had devastating consequences for
individuals within these communities, the expectations of a better life and develop-
ment for all, in terms of potential economic and socialmobility, have been reversed.
Albeit a deportee has some chance of continuing and potentially finding new oppor-
tunities, a shipwrecked youngman cannot be brought back to life.More concretely,
the death of a young breadwinner can imply the loss of social status for an entire
family and the impossibility of achieving the economic goals expected from the
migratory project (see Bredeloup, 2017; Koenig, 2005). The repercussions are sub-
stantial and hard to redress. Against this background, contestations and responses
evolve far beyond this region of southwest Mali with its long-established migra-
tory patterns and cultures. While experiences are collectively shared and publicly
expressed, an individual “failure”3 through deportation may still be received am-
bivalently by the community. After deportations, the collective imaginary of success
through migration may be particularly contested.

Hazards, survival, and loss in adventure – the emblem of returning
empty-handed

Salif ’s4 account captures this central ambivalence of returning to one’s community
involuntarily and with empty hands very well. He comes from a village close to
where the commemoration I have just described took place and thus allows me to
dive straight in to themicro level ofmy study.His story illustrates the entanglement
of the different political, economic, social, emotional, moral, and cultural dimen-
sions at stake. Now in his late forties, the father of eight children and husband of
two wives, Salif is someone who embodies not only the suffering and hardships of
the adventurous journey, but the financial loss it can entail as well. All the money
Salif earned between 2008 and 2010 in Libya while working on a construction site
was lost when the rubber boat he was in went adrift in the openMediterranean and
was finally returned by the Libyan Coast Guard. His journey ended in an odyssey
through various prisons. He recalled:

3 Throughout this book, the term “failure” will be set in inverted commas to underline the re-
lative stance I take towards this morally and emotionally charged judgment, as I will explain
below. Particularly in the case of deportations, an unwanted return is to be seen first of all as
the result of a politico-administrative measure that is potentially economically driven.

4 The names of the respondents have been changed to preserve their anonymity, and infor-
mation relating to individuals has been partly modified. For the same reason, the deportees’
villages and living and working places will not be named specifically and are only roughly
characterized.
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Yes, the motor broke. We had one day and two nights when the motor was good,
but on that second day, themotor broke down.We spent nine days like that on the
water, without motor. This was the water that would help us to get anywhere. We
were 152 persons in the Zodiac. And 70 people died in the water. (Salif, 11-1-2015)

Thewater “that would help [them] to get anywhere,” water full of hope and promise
turned out to be full of desperation andmisery, hardly traversable by Zodiac, a small
rubber boat often used to transport people without legal papers over the Mediter-
ranean to enter Italy, Spain, or Greece. The Zodiac becomes a microcosm of the
horrors of an unequal world experienced in the suffering and death of themigrants
and in the helplessness and despair that follow the conviction that originally per-
suaded them to get into the boat. It embodies the violence and distress as well as
the hope on the high seas that live on in many refoulés’memories. At the same time,
it represents the contingencies deciding over death and life. The survivors were
captured; their journeys were disrupted and reversed. Having lost everything, Salif
had to return with empty hands. He had invested all his money in this journey of
hope. He forfeited a fortune. He laughs a little bitterly, when recalling his arrival
back in the village, but the picture he draws has two sides to it:

It is a pity, but it is a pleasure, and also disturbing, the money that you’ve lost and
you spent eleven days on the sea and you saw the people die and you are not dead
and when you have met your family again, that’s a pleasure. But it’s a pity for an
adventurer to lose all his money like this without gaining anything, and return
and start with the hardship here. That’s a pity. (Salif, 11-1-2015)

Many men, young ones and older ones,5 venture out, like Salif, to “search for
money” (Bambara: warignini)6 in their youth in order to grow, become someone
(ka kè waritiguiyé), and contribute (ka gwa dèmè) to their families. Their migratory
journey is called “the adventure” (French: “l’aventure”) in large parts of West Africa,
as I will shortly elaborate further. But this short episode points up what I call the
ambivalence of the “failed” migratory adventure. Salif feels obliged to return to
the narrow social space of the village and to the hardships he had left behind. He

5 “Young” or “younger” men refers in emic terms to those aged between 16 and about 40, and
very much relates to a person’s capacity for mobility andmigration and thus for actively con-
tributing to the family income; “older” refers to men outside this broad category.

6 Bambara is themain local language inMali and the onemost frequently used in newspapers,
media, and politics as well. I will provide more information on the language and translation
ofmy research in Chapter 3. French is the official language ofMali and is also frequently used
in everyday communication. Throughout the text, terms in Bambara and French will appear
in italics. The annex includes a Glossary for the main Bambara terms used, and some French
equivalents.



Introduction: Toward embedding “failed” migratory adventures in southern Mali 23

considers it a pity, a shame, for an “adventurer” to return without the thing he
adventured for. Still, it’s a pleasure to be back with the family alive and well.

This book will showcase emic conceptions of peoples’ leaving and their often
forced and unwanted returns on the one hand, and their going on after deporta-
tion on the other as revealed in deportees’ (retrospective) narratives and everyday
practices.My aim is to develop a differentiated picture of supposed breakdown and
“failure” after deportation, showing how it can be a productive category for some
people as well, and an indicator of how to go about one’s life. This introductory
chapter is intended to provide the reader with a theoretical and contextual base
for the analysis to come. First, I briefly explain what makes Mali a particularly in-
teresting research setting. Second, I lay out the central question dealt with in the
study, which derives from an instance of a supposedly “failed” adventure, and de-
scribe my major aim in tackling it. This gains substance in a third section where I
introduce the main theoretical lines I have followed and summarize the concepts
and terminology that emerged from my research. I then close this introductory
chapter by providing an outline of the chapters to come.

The specificities of (post-)deportation in Mali

There are a number of reasons that make Mali an extraordinarily interesting
place to study situations and conditions after deportation in general and so-called
“failed” adventures in particular. In Mali, the different social, political, economic,
and cultural dimensions as well as the relevant actors who are affected by and
respond to the global deportation regime intersect in very particular ways. As the
country has longstanding cultures of migration (Hahn & Klute, 2007) and differ-
ent forms of mobility, expatriate Malians constitute a quarter to a third of the
country’s population. Conversely, Mali has also become a country of immigration
and transit for many people journeying northward. In 2008 it was strategically
selected by the EU as a pilot country to implement its new approach to migration
and development in a place of transit toward the Mediterranean and the outer
shores of Europe. Throughout the last few decades, Mali has been impacted by
high numbers of forced returns, starting from the time when many African states
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gained their independence. Meanwhile, the country has never implemented large-
scale deportations itself.7

Apart from that, Mali has developed a specific political context, favorable to
the establishment of civil society engagement (Lecadet, 2017; Siméant, 2014). In
light of the size and importance of the segment of its population living abroad,
the Association Malienne des Expulsés (AME; the Malian Association of Expellees) was
founded in 1996 by a number of former deportees from different African and Eu-
ropean countries politically inspired by the movement of the sans-papiers in France
(cf. Lecadet, 2018, 2011; Cissé, 1999). Over the years, the organization has gained a
critical role in the debate on deportations in Mali and beyond and been involved
in the reception and reintegration of deportees. It was the organization’s activist
presence that calledmy own attention to post deportations inMali as the flipside of
the EU border externalization regime in the nexus of migration and development.
I found all these entanglements highly interesting. They demanded more insight
and analysis.

Today, there are generations of deportees in Mali, particularly since the ex-
ternalization of the EU’s borders into the African continent received a major new
push in the follow-up to the so-called “refugee crisis”8 and the issue of transit re-
turns became particularly virulent (Alpes, 2020; Zanker & Altrogge, 2019). Since
then, deportations, including transit returns, have become an ever more public
phenomenon in the country, debated first of all on radio and television, in the
newspapers, and at public events. Though the commemoration described at the
beginning of this chapter was in itself a unique event, it has to be seen as part of
a process of commenting on and contesting national as well as international (mi-
gration) policies through civil society actors and former deportees in particular.
Today it may no longer be rare, for instance, to see deportees as spokespersons at
public events, such as debates about the meaning of migration, return, and op-
portunities in society, organized by a Malian radio station at the French institute

7 Mali and Tanzania have been unique in this regard on the African continent, though late-
ly the situation has been changing. Individual cases of deportation have been reported
from Mali, and the country has been involved in transit returns as well (see Chapter 2). Si-
milarly, Tanzania is said to have been involved in forced repatriations of Burundian refu-
gees: https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2019/09/tanzania-confidential-document-sho
ws-forced-repatriation-of-burundi-refugees-imminent/, accessed 31 October 2021.

8 While the “refugee crisis” dates back to the protracted situation in whichmillions of refugees
from the Syrian civil war arrived in the Middle East and Turkey and decided to journey on,
it was mostly the dilapidated boats setting out from the Libyan coast “full of Africans” and
the increasing number of shipwrecks in the Mediterranean that imprinted our image of and
approach to this “European crisis.”
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(l’Institut français), or an academic workshop aiming to engage in the public debate
on migration9 (cf. Lecadet, 2018).

Meanwhile, one can now speak of collective experiences of deportation rather
than experiences of individual “failure” – as Plambech similarly finds for Nigeria
(2018) – and a certain “normalcy” in deportations (Galvin, 2015). Increasingly, these
are becoming collective memories of (post) deportation, too, though deportees may
still react with shame and may easily be stigmatized (cf. also Plambech, 2018, 2017;
Drotbohm, 2015; Dünnwald, 2011; Lecadet, 2011). We know too little about these
interrelations and conditions post deportation, above all about individual social
experiences and the practices that develop afterwards, particularly over the longer
run and in different geographical contexts. This book aims to contribute to filling
these gaps in our knowledge. In all this, Mali serves as a particular case of experi-
encing and reacting to (post) deportations.

Toward the topic and question: “failed” migratory adventures
under post-deportation conditions in southern Mali

Within this debated, contested, and simultaneously devastating setting, this book
will develop and critically question the concept of the “failed” migratory adventure
on the basis of narrative representations (collectively) experiencing and dealing
with situations post deportation and the practices developed to help people cope
with them. At stake are social, emotional, and material interrelations and percep-
tions, which often center on loss of money and thus failing the expectations of
one’s kin. All this indicates what I call the “ambivalence of the ‘failed’ migratory
adventure.”

Literary reminiscences – the “failed” hero?

The term “adventure” conjures up a series of literary motifs of the hero who went
out into the wilderness and came back broken, unrecognizable, but also changed
and enriched in some way, such as the ancient Greek hero Odysseus, the prodigal
son in Jesus’s parable recorded in St Luke’s Gospel, and the medieval knight Parzi-
val (Percival), in a romance written by the knight-poet Wolfram von Eschenbach
in Middle High German (13th century). Siddhartha, the rich and sheltered Indian
prince who later became the Buddha, is another example. Siddhartha lived years

9 Programme Point Sud 2019, Récits et débats locaux sur la migration. Dits et non-dits de l’ex-
périence du départ et du retour, 2-6 October 2019, Point Sud Bamako, Mali, Rapport ; see
online : http ://pointsud.org/wp-content/uploads/PPS-2019-R%C3%A9cits-et-d%C3%A9bats-
locaux-sur-la-migration-Bamako-Rapport.pdf, p. 5, accessed 31 October 2021.
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of ascetic apprenticeship in mostly solitary withdrawal in the Indian wilderness,
which brought him eternal wisdom and enlightenment in the end and became the
origin of Buddhism. Eventually, all of them grew wiser.They went out to search for
something and come back as heroes, but “failed” in one way or the other as a result
of the obstacles and trials they had to overcome, before they returned differently
than expected, but bringing back something more precious than what they had
set out to find. Siddhartha Gautama founded a new religion; Odysseus was even-
tually recognized, reintegrated and could govern his kingdom well; Parzival had
to acknowledge his God-given culpability and sinfulness, his unconscious guilt for
the death of his mother and his relative Ither. Eventually, however, after passing
through numerous âventiures10, he found the Holy Grail and was received into the
circle of the knights of the Round Table (cf. Schwietering, [1944]; 1946, pp. 18ff).

None of these heroes was forced to return, they struggled on to achieve their
goals, enduring years of suffering and apprenticeship.The heroic masculine quali-
ties of courage, bravery, steadfastness, and persistence are intrinsic to the stories.
Similarly, some migrants continue the struggle when they come back, or refuse
to return because they have been unable to live up to the social expectations of a
considerable income and contribution to the family that were placed upon them,
even though return, if only perhaps for a visit, is the ultimate aim of many (see,
e.g., Hernandez-Carretero, 2015; Le Courant, 2014). Deportations come as radi-
cally unexpected, unprepared for, and most often deeply unwanted interruptions
to their quest. Even if there are substantial differences between them and the lit-
erary heroes, the deportees too originally went out to search for something. Their
years of suffering before, during, and after deportation alsomake up a true phase of
transition and becoming. Furthermore, former adventurers may show dedication
and courage after deportation similar to that of the literary and religious heroes, a
theme that will be particularly developed in Chapters 6 and 7.

Like Odysseus, for instance, whose 10 whole years of struggle had rendered
him unrecognizable by the time he made it home, many returnees and their social
circles report how the former’s experiences made them unrecognizable after de-
portation – physically, but also mentally. They have to recover, to find themselves
again and get back to their lives. I will develop this process of arrival, and what
deportations can do to people along with presenting their narrative depictions of
experiencing deportation in the first analytical chapter. In Kafka’s story “Home-
coming” (Kafka, 1971), the returned son never verifies whether he is recognizable.
He stops in front of the closed door of his parents’ house, feeling more and more
alienated the longer he stands there. The reader is left with the impression that he

10 In Middle High German; Old French aventure, avanture). The New High German term “Aben-
teuer” finally developed from this. See online: https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aventiure, acces-
sed 31 October 2021.
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will turn around and walk away. Possibly, his time of being away and what hap-
pened in between cannot be overcome.

Deportees who have stayed abroad for a long time and far away have the great-
est difficulties in finding their way back into their previous lives.They have changed
“too” greatly. Some immediately take to the road again in such a situation.Migrants
who return of their own volition and well prepared after long periods of time in
faraway countries may report a similar change in mind, body, and perception (e.g.,
Konzett-Smoliner, 2015). Odysseus is finally recognized and reintegrated. Eventu-
ally, many deportees are too, even if their traumatic experiences and memories
keep impacting them and they did not return as expected. In this sense, references
to literary motives of adventure, heroism, and return can be a fruitful source of
inspiration and analytical understanding of migratory journeys and their forcible,
involuntary interruptions. These motives accompanied my thinking in the further
development of the book. First, though, I will throw some light on the relevant local
and emic conceptions.

The migratory adventure

In West and Central Africa, the “adventure” (tounkan, literally: “going to the wilder-
ness”) is the term mostly used to describe migration and departure abroad. Cen-
tral aims of the migratory adventure are described as striving for social (finan-
cial) responsibility, above all for the sake of the family, and becoming independent,
“someone” (ka kè waritiguiyé), and globally connected. The term captures the differ-
ent facets of risk, success, and potential “failure” implicit in such an undertaking,
referred to elsewhere as “high-risk” or “irregular” migration. The term apparently
originates from the time of French colonization andwas formerly used for all forms
of migration. “Emigration-aventure” was how Abdelmayek Sayad (2004) referred to
the experience of Algerian emigrants to France in the 1960s, for instance. It implied
a necessary process of getting along (“débrouillardise”) as an individual, in which you
had to learn to rely on yourself and which was, not least, a form of learning and
making a career.

The migratory adventure in Mali builds on former pilgrimages into the
wilderness – “the first collective or individual experience of a man. […] Weeks of
walking through the forests, savannah, and soils [that] reinforced his masculinity”
(Dougnon, 2012, p. 152) – thought of as an initiation into social adulthood. The
wilderness has now been replaced by bigger cities or faraway countries, though the
journey’s function as a “rite of passage” partially remains, as it involves facing risks,
violence, or even death.11Themigratory adventure, not necessarily toward Europe,

11 Similar ways to adult- and manhood building on rites of “initiation” can be found in Came-
roon, for instance, where “bushfalling” commonly refers to going abroad against all obstacles
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to gain economic, social and personal success, is “reinterpreted, as a prestigious,
‘initiatory,’ value-giving experience” (p. 162). Since the 1960s, the migratory voyage,
or “the adventure,” has been a part of local culture and a popular theme in music,
literature, and everyday life in Mali (Dougnon, 2013, pp. 39ff). In this context,
mobility is intrinsically connected to masculinity, economic success, socio-cultural
recognition, and families’ livelihoods. According to Sylvie Bredeloup (2017, p. 139),
the adventure is seen as the “spice of life” and an “appreciated lifestyle” by migrants
who describe their lives as “more intense and more dignified,” “turbulent and fast
moving,” and themselves as young and courageous, differentiating themselves
from those who are “bored and dreaming of a better life at home.” Scholars also use
the term “adventure” for clandestine migration (e.g., Streiff-Fénart & Poutignat,
2014) or for mobility more generally (Bruijn et al., 2001), besides discussing its
function as a “rite de passage” and in the process of becoming “a man” (Stock, 2019;
Pian, 2009, pp. 44ff), which can only be achieved through suffering. In all this,
the adventure is in itself deeply “ambivalent.” Janneke Barten concludes from her
research on migratory relations in Malian families that it is “something positive
and exciting, on the one hand, and something dangerous and not very desirable,
on the other” (2009, p. 9). All this reminds one of the literary figures described
above, but much of it is readily accepted, as I will show throughout this book.

Meanwhile,migration and themigratory adventure have attained a highly sym-
bolic value in Mali. Migration has become a “fetish” phenomenon, a kind of “a god-
thing” (Bazin, 2008), due to the importance of the income it generates and the
political construction put upon it (Lima, 2005; Quiminal, 2002). In this context
migrants are constructed as “local builders” (Soukouna, 2016), as adventurers (Bre-
deloup, 2008), and ultimately as “martyrs” (Sylla & Schultz, 2020). For instance,
the Malian singer Fatoumata Diawara in her popular song “Clandestin” describes
the tragedies of today’s global inequalities and the existential need for migration
on the part of many (2011): “But we call them Men of Adventure” (Dòw ko olu ma
tunkannadenw),12 she sings, praising them. In the neighboring Ivory Coast, it is
furthermore a common belief that you cannot be civilized if you do not migrate,
and migratory journeys have become the “ultimate act of consumption” (Newell,
2012, p. 186; see also Chapter 5 of this book).

Consequently, and again by analogy with the literary heroes, the return of the
adventurer, the warrior (“le guerrier”), is supposed, as Éliane de Latour (2003) ex-
plains, to be voluntary, triumphant, and heroic in the collective imaginary. Return-
ing allows one to realize oneself, to repay one’s “debt of life” towards one’s parents,
as well as to support projects undertaken by one’s close family and friends, so that

and returning successfully (Alpes, 2017), while in Sierra Leone the civil war became a means
of initiation for young men who joined rebel groups (Jackson, 2005b).

12
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success can bring even more advantage and prestige (p. 187). The returnee is sup-
posed to be a hero indeed.

Deportations and the supposed ‘‘failure’’ of the migratory adventure

Restrictive migration policies and multifold borders are what interrupt, stop, redi-
rect, or reverse these migratory journeys (Drotbohm & Hasselberg, 2015) convert-
ing them into “new confinements and modes of exploitation” (Glick-Schiller & Sa-
lazar, 2013, p. 190). Deportation is generally understood as a legal, political, and
socio-economic measure involving the forceful removal of a migrant from a na-
tional territory to another country (cf. Drotbohm & Hasselberg, 2015). There is a
tendency to consider it as forced removal by air, but research is increasingly con-
sidering cross-border removal by land as well (Sylla & Cold-Ravnkilde, 2021; Alpes,
2020; Kleist, 2017a; Mensah, 2016).

Deportations and involuntary returns produce the opposite of the heroic home-
comings expected.They violently cut the journey to potential economic success and
socio-cultural recognition. Particularly in the West African context, deportations
are to be seen in relation to the adventurers’ deep social embedding and relational-
ity, before, during, and after the journeys (cf. Pian, 2010, p. 97). Here, the extended
family plays a significant role in any aspect of life: West Africans experience them-
selves not as “having” relationships but as “being” relationships (Piot, 1999), an idea
that I will develop, particularly in Chapter 5, and consciously construct their fam-
ilies across (inter)national and continental boundaries (cf., e.g., Drotbohm, 2015,
2009). Deportations thus produce potential “failures” in light of the collective ex-
pectation of success and a triumphant homecoming. Against this background, the
informants portray themselves as distressed and empty-handed, like Salif: at best
with a plastic bag shuffling from the airport to some relative in Bamako.This pow-
erful image emblematically embodies the drama of the unwanted return. As Éliane
de Latour puts it: “Failure on the journey is worse than immobility on the spot: from
being poor at the start, the warrior becomes poverty-stricken” (Latour, 2003, p. 187;
transl. S.U.S.),13 though in fact such a symbolic and charged depiction does not
adequately mirror the realities on the ground.

“Failure,” like the term “adventure,” emerged in my research as an emic term
first of all. Former deportees and their close contacts speak of “l’échec” or “maloya,”
the Bambara word for shame. More often, deportees and their circle will say “mon
objectif n’était pas atteint” (“My objective was not attained”), or “je n’ai pas réussi” (“I
did not succeed”), or, more explicitly, “j’ai échoué” (“I failed”), “c’était un échec” (“It was
a failure”). However, the line taken by most of the men is that tounga man ja (“the
travel did not work out”) and “there are other ways of getting on” (Chapters 5 and 6).

13 S.U.S. stands for the initials of the book’s author Susanne Ursula Schultz.
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From the respondents’ descriptions, the potential for “failure” is deeply connected
to luck, “la chance,” (Bambara: kunna dija or gèrè sèkè), which, in turn, is related to an
adventurous mode of trying and seeing within the tension between fate, destiny,
and human agency that I discuss further in Chapter 7. Interestingly the medieval
term “âventiure,” used to describe Parzival’s journeys, starts from a basic meaning
of “chance” and “fate” (from the Latin adventura “that which will/should happen”).14

All of this indicates the openness and unexpectedness of the migratory adventure.
For theoretical purposes, it helps to consider academic literature on concep-

tions of “failure”more broadly. “Failure” ismainly discussed as a phenomenon of the
“unsecured temporal perspectives of modern societies,” (my translation) related to
insecurities, uncertainties, and risks (John & Langhof, 2014, p. 7; Appadurai, 2016).
“Failure” is based on the expectation of success, is its opposite in the moment suc-
cess is missed. René John and Antonia Langhof, however, locate a potential learning
process in envisioning “failures” as means of securing the future (2014, p. 7). Arjun
Appadurai goes further in his theoretical conceptualization introducing the norma-
tivity of “failure,” (2016, p. xxvii), which “may be the only thing about it that is truly
universal.” In any other respect, failure, its measurement, meaning, and means of
coping with it (e.g., through risk assessments or by externalizing failures to tech-
nological devices in modern, capitalist societies), is prone to change according to
historical, cultural, and social factors. Its human-made, normative conception, in
accordance with which we behave and act, however, eventually links to questions
of the social order (Simmel, [1908] 1958). Appadurai sums up:

Yet failure is a bigger mystery than it at first appears to be. The most important
thing about failure is that it is not a fact but a judgment. And given that it is a
human judgment, we are obliged to ask how the judgment ismade, who is autho-
rized to make it, who is forced to accept the judgment, and what the relationship
is between the imperfections of human life and the decision to declare some of
them as constituting failures (Appadurai, 2016, p. xxi).

It is this deepmorality of “failure” and the judgmental behavior based on normative
and hegemonic conceptions which can cause emotional extremes of stigmatiza-
tion, shame, and social (self-)exclusion for deportees. Such social mechanisms have
been prominently discussed in deportation studies not least as inciting processes
of re-emigration or social distancing (cf. Hasselberg, 2018; Khosravi, 2018; Plam-
bech, 2018; Alpes, 2017; Bredeloup, 2017; Drotbohm &Hasselberg, 2015; Schuster &
Majidi, 2015; Drotbohm, 2012).15 Some literature on the consequences of deporta-
tion tends to draw an extreme image of such “failures.”Mamoutou Tounkara (2013),

14 Later it is reinterpreted as a test the hero has to pass.
15 This needs to be differentiated from theories on return fromneo-classical economics and the

new economics of labor migration, which center on the failure/success paradigm. This has
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for instance, analyzed the narratives of Malian deportees from France whom he in-
terviewed in the rooms of the AME. He was overwhelmed by everybody speaking
about “failure” (“l’échec”). All his interviewees had returned about six months pre-
viously and stayed in Bamako afterwards, indicating that they could not return to
their villages as they did not want their family to know about their unsuccess –
in other words, in order to save face (see Chapters 4 and 5). Sylvie Bredeloup, who
uses Tounkara’s study to make her point, appears similarly dramatic in depicting
“the moral experience of the migratory adventure” (2017) in which “failure” plays a
central role in people being rejected by their communities. It picks up the central
aspect of morality in migratory expectations. Stigmatizations in relation to (gang)
criminality and violence, which create radical forms of social exclusion, have been
specifically discussed in the Latin American post-deportation context (see Chapter
4).

The use of the term “failure” in speaking about deportations links not least to
political and public discourses. Even the international media report on stigma-
tized and socially excluded deportees as a common narrative. In the Malian con-
text, where my research took place, these are to be seen as extreme cases, however.
There were people who were reported having been socially excluded. Indeed, as
Tounkara shows, particularly those returning from Europe often did not want to
go back to their home villages or would simply visit them from time to time, al-
though this trend has recently shown signs of altering. Nevertheless, one cannot
speak of a general exclusion from society (cf. alsoMaher, 2015).16Without aiming to
downplay the gravity of what may happen in such situations, I want to outline how
these depictions are too one-sided, and to provide a more differentiated picture of
the Malian context, particularly in regard to what develops over time in rural and
urban milieus. Civil society representatives too speak of “failure” and shame very
explicitly, mostly when they want to highlight the political cruelty of the admin-
istrative act of violating migrants’ rights. At the same time, they clearly mean the
opposite when they say such things as “it is not the end of the world” (field notes,
10-20-2014).

been taken further by the structural approach to returnmigration, which links the individual
experience of the migrant to the context of return (cf. Cassarino, 2004, pp. 2ff).

16 The temporality and locality of deportations play a critical role in the post-deportation ex-
perience and situation, a theme that I will develop throughout this book. Against this back-
ground, Tounkara’s work needs to be seen in relative terms. It shows a specific piece of post-
deportation reality since the author carried out his research mostly from France, also with
regard to the way that he set up contacts with former deportees in Mali. Interviews were
conducted exclusively on the premises of the AME, mostly with Malians who had recent-
ly been deported from France and who preferred to stay in Bamako instead of returning to
their home villages.
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In this sense, “failure” can be seen as an integral part of being. It has repercus-
sions, but onemostly goes on. Consequently, “failure” and success can be “two sides
of the same coin” (Voirol & Schendzielorz, 2014, p. 27) or “provisional containers
for one another” (Appadurai, 2016, p. xxv; see Chapter 7). All this very much seems
to resemble deportees’ conceptions as I will show. Against this background, the
analysis of what this judgmental “failure” is and means in this specific time and
cultural context, and moreover, how people cope with the defined and perceived
“failures” of their migratory adventures after deportations, is highly interesting
for understanding more about people’s social lifeworlds in light of the effects of
the global deportation regime in southern Mali.

Central questions, aims, and contentions

Against this background, the central question I attempt to answer in this book is:
How did the deportees that I met, interviewed, and accompanied in Mali, cope
with having been deported and with the situation in which they found themselves
back “home,” even years after their return?

From this a number of related questions developed as I worked on my study:
What does deportation do to former deportees? What are people’s socio-econo-
mic perspectives and their strategies, and what is their everyday life like after de-
portation? In what ways are they socially embedded or disembedded? How does a
deportation affect a person’s life over the long term?

Overall, I am interested in doing two things. First, in finding out whether the
literal mass of people who have experienced deportation in the last few years has
contributed to a change of discourse as well as of social and political practice in
Mali; second, and most importantly, in revisiting the global horizons of migratory
success.

The aim of this work is thus not a stark focus on “failure” itself. The data col-
lected and the results analyzed showcase a very specific historic, political, social,
cultural, and economic setting post deportation in southern Mali. The ambivalent
and potentially “failed” migratory adventure developed as a central analytical lens
that enabled a better understanding of the social dimensions that deportees nar-
rate and that I could observe. The book thus goes beyond the individual level of
return and deportation and links to the social dimension as well as the historical
and structural context, entangling dominant discourses and paradigms.

My main contention is that we cannot speak of sheer “failure” when talking
about deportations and involuntary returns. Even if normative conceptions are
fundamentally shattered, they continue to have an impact .So we need rather to see
the ambivalence of the situation and the experiences and practices it engenders.
As a first step, deportation is defined as an administrative and political structural
intervention. In a second, “judgmental,” social implications come into play. Finally,
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such supposed “failures” may be specific moments (conjunctures), where subjec-
tivities and agency develop. Consequently, a perceived “failure” may spin off new
energies and motivations for courageously going on, working hard, and standing
one’s ground. The following chapters will analyze narrative and practical accounts
given under (post-)deportation conditions and examine their effects and reactions
to them in their social, emotional, and material dimensions in different places and
in a broader context, besides considering what they may imply in the long run.

Everybody is a refoulé

The supposedly “failed” migratory adventures that I analyze below, encompass
repatriations – self-induced, though mostly unwanted (for reasons such as a
political crisis, sickness or injuries, lack of money, family problems back home, to
name but a few) – and unscheduled returns without having obtained the objective
aimed at, refoulements over the border, deportations by air or over land. Many
of the people were deported in trucks from the North African interior on ways
through the desert and set down close to the Malian border; others were turned
back while they were on their way to Europe – or from a European country itself,
after a certain time on the move, in a country of destination abroad, or just after
leaving their country of departure. The majority were already on boats – crossing
the Mediterranean (from Libya, Morocco, Algeria or Tunisia) or the Atlantic Ocean
(from Mauritania or Morocco). They were forced to return due to bad weather
conditions or technical problems such as the motor breaking down, as in Salif ’s
case; others were literally lost at sea. Alternatively, and often in addition, boats
were intercepted by patrols and escorted back to shore. Furthermore, migrants
may have been deported immediately on their arrival in the Canary Islands, Malta,
or Italy (cf. Hernandez-Carretero & Carling, 2012, p. 410). In all these cases, former
deportees most often speak of themselves as “refoulés” in everyday language, no
matter where they came back from and how. This may even refer to those who
returned through a program of “assisted voluntary return (and reintegration),”
increasingly seen as the more humane and flexible alternative to deportation (see
Chapter 2). The exact legal status and condition of return are not decisive in the
end.17

I differentiate between deportations from other African countries, particularly
those in North Africa, and deportations from Europe with respect to their sym-
bolic meaning and the specific power imbalances inherent in them (cf. Walters,
2002; see also Chapter 4). Deportations from France, for instance, were perceived

17 This differs from the terminology of “state-induced” returns (Koch, 2014), which would imply
deportations, repatriations, as well as “assisted voluntary” and so-called transit returns.
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from the beginning as a direct colonial continuity (cf. Lecadet, 2016). The increas-
ing trend of intra-African deportations, refoulements, and repatriations, including
transit returns, particularly from North Africa, connected with the externalization
of EU borders to the African continent has not so far been sufficiently analyzed and
researched in depth and throughmicro-level ethnographic studies.18This book will
make a contribution to this strand. Often those returned from Europe are referred
to as expulsés, a term specifically applied in activist terminology. It builds on a pro-
cess of self-designation leading to collective action, mainly advanced by the AME,
in which the absent, almost shameful figure of the expelled migrant has become
an actor capable of taking part in public debate (cf. Lecadet, 2018). Everyday lan-
guage, however, and media representations do not necessarily differentiate in a
similar way: terms are often used interchangeably.

Embedding research situations post-deportation in Mali

This book belongs within the literature of deportation and return, which has come
to a number of unambiguous findings in recent years. Even if they concern human
beings in a political field, however, most of these studies have not found a way to
enhance the broader debate or political practice. I will briefly summarize some of
the relevant examples.

The study of deportations is an interdisciplinary field developed from border
and security studies within the last 20 years (Coutin, 2015). Deportation is dis-
cussed as a measure to implement penalties against immigrants through deten-
tions and forced returns (Drotbohm & Hasselberg, 2015) that has become increas-
ingly normalized in the Global North, particularly in the “deportation nation,” the
United States (Kanstroom, 2012), in European countries, above all the United King-
dom (Gibney, 2004), in Australia (Schuster & Bloch, 2005) and in many other coun-
tries. Matthew Gibney coined the term “deportation turn” (2008) to capture “recent
government successes in boosting deportation” that “bypass or avoid violating lib-
eral norms” (p. 148). Meanwhile we are said to be living in an “age of deportations”
(Boehm, 2016), characterized by a “culture of deportation” highlighting the crimi-
nalization of migration and the making of border policy.19 Deportations are thus

18 Extant examples include the work of Nauja Kleist (e.g., 2017) on accounts given by deportees
from Libya in Ghana, as well as the on-going research on return and reintegration experien-
ces in the Gambia by Judith Altrogge (cf. Zanker & Altrogge, 2019), and, lately, the work on
emergency returns from Libya and Algeria (e.g., Alpes, 2020) as well as by Almamy Sylla and
Signe Marie Cold Ravnkilde (2021).

19 Cf. the related internet platform for information and mobilization: http://cultureofdeportati
on.org/, accessed 31 October 2021.

http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/
http://cultureofdeportation.org/


Introduction: Toward embedding “failed” migratory adventures in southern Mali 35

usually differentiated from other forms of return, most importantly other state-
induced ones such as “Assisted Voluntary Returns” (AVRs).

Anderson et al. (2011) assert that deportations have become a constitutive prac-
tice reaffirming the normative boundaries of “who is a member and who has the
right to judge who belongs” (p. 547) in an international system of independent
states. Deportations are thus inherently connected to the development of the mod-
ern nation; they manifest its territory and build states’ sovereignty (cf. Walters,
2002; De Genova, 2002).20 Importantly too, deportations often serve a purpose in
symbolic politics.21

For a long time, however, deportations have been viewed as a phenomenon of
the Global North’s attitude toward the Global South, reversing supposedly estab-
lished migratory pathways. This is reflected in contributions by researchers and
participants at academic events. Nevertheless, the history of deportations on the
African continent dates back to the 1960s, the years in which many states gained
their independence, and needs to be seen as a postcolonial legacy with emergent
states inheriting the “Western” concept of the modern nation-state (for more on
this subject, see Chapter 2). This has barely found a place in academic discussion
so far.

In 2006 Nathalie Peutz called for an “anthropology of removal,” taking into ac-
count the different aspects and phases of deportations. Notwithstanding, expul-
sions are mainly discussed as stirring internal debates in liberal societies (cf. Le-
cadet, 2013), while the impact on the social and political life of the countries from
which the expelled migrants originate, or through which they pass, has attracted
relatively little attention. This underlines the Eurocentric bias in the deportation
literature. Academic work has mainly focused on the earlier stages of deportation:
on the resistance against it (e.g., Daphi et al., 2017; Nyers, 2015, 2003), the estab-
lished state practice (e.g., Ellermann, 2013, 2009), or the perils of a deportation
experience (e.g., Hasselberg, 2016; Fekete, 2005). Studies of conditions after de-
portation have increased in number recently and most often follow ethnographic
accounts and highlight the micro level of analysis (cf. Khosravi, 2018). It became
clear through my own research, in fact, that in-depth ethnography appeared to be
the most satisfactory way to grasp the complex social, emotional, moral, andmate-
rial entanglements and dynamics that accompany deportations. As I shall further
explore inmy chapter onmethodology, it appeared increasingly critical to immerse
myself to some degree in social lifeworlds post deportation, including elements of

20 The genealogy of deportations goes back to the slave trade (Walters, 2002).
21 The “deportation gap” (Rosenberger & Küffner, 2016) indicates that more persons are suppo-

sed to be deported than can actually be removed.
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participatory and action research, in order to grasp the gist of what these social
dimensions imply.22 But much more in-depth research is needed.

Stephan Dünnwald (e.g., 2017; 2011) and Clara Lecadet (e.g., 2018, 2011) are
those who have done most research on post-deportation situations in Mali so far.
They both started with the AME, on and off, accompanying the organization’s work
over several years, thus playing a major role in researching the political and so-
cial space after deportations in Mali between 2008 and 2011, a time marked by a
high number of deportations from Europe.They provided an in-depth insight into
the self-organization of deportees in Mali; they also roughly developed the social
dimension post forced return as well, in some cases in Kayes and Yanfolila, but
mostly in Bamako. Lecadet gave a sketch of the overall deportation regime at that
time and the massive number of returns of Malians and other Africans in transit
at the borders of Mali and in Bamako. Even if my work goes more into the fine-
grained social dynamics, above all in rural areas, and the political situation has
changed since their time with ever more collective responses to deportation, their
work importantly informed this study and will be referenced time and again. The
more recent work of Almamy Sylla (2019) more specifically analyzes the reintegra-
tion trajectories of Malian repatriates from the Ivory Coast and Libya between 2002
and 2017 in an impressively thorough and comprehensive way. Even though it deals
with a specific case, his work and our collaboration have substantially influenced
my thinking; it is therefore integrated and referenced accordingly.

Deportability and deportation as a process over time and space

My work focuses on the continuation of deportation as a process long after an ac-
tual deportation has taken place, impacting former deportees and their social circle
often many years later. Deportation studies have highlighted some of the temporal
and spatial effects of deportations in terms of their processual character: depor-
tations may start long before an individual is apprehended, “through the myriad
practices that make someone vulnerable in the first place” (Coutin, 2015, p. 674)
and render actors “deportable” (De Genova, 2002). Furthermore, the transnational
impact of deportation “continues long after an individual is returned, through the
difficult process of readjustment, the ripple effects on family members and the
continued prohibition on re-entry” (Weber & Powell, 2018, p. 206).

22 In anthropology there has been a general debate about the constant ambivalence of proximi-
ty: the insights gained through getting close up or “going native,” on the one hand, as against
the alienation or even menace generated by strangers. This has been clearly changing with
the rise of more participatory methods (see Lachenmann, 2010, p. 19 or Breidenstein et al.,
2013). For more on this, see the discussion in Chapter 3.
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Nicholas De Genova’s term “deportability” (2002) has fundamentally shaped
the discussion of deportations through drawing attention to the constant poten-
tiality of being deported which eventually shapes a “condition of everyday life of
migrant ‘illegality’ creating fundamental insecurity eventually rendering ‘undocu-
mented’ migrant labor a distinctly disposable commodity” (De Genova, 2002, p.
438) and thus facilitating migrants’ exploitation on the labor market. In this sense,
deportations have become a “crucial strategy for contemporary neoliberal capital-
ism” (Khosravi, 2018, p. 4) and reproduce global social inequalities and injustices
(p. 6), differentiated exclusions and inclusions, related to broader processes of “so-
cial expulsions and marginalization” (p. 12) before as well as after deportations. A
condition of undocumentedness, at least as inscribed in a person’s memory and
emotions, may continue to have an impact after an actual deportation, as I will
develop here.

Consequently, deportations are more than “simple” (Peutz, 2006) or “discrete”
(Coutin, 2014, p. 4) events, and deportation is a “process that spans over long peri-
ods of time and geographical areas” (Hasselberg, 2018, p. 16).Nyers (2003) identifies
a “transnational corridor of expulsion,” which evolves between the waiting areas,
the detention facilities, and the deportation flights, while Heike Drotbohm and
Ines Hasselberg speak of the “deportation corridor” which relates to this space be-
tween leaving and arriving as well as all the different actors involved (2015).23 Oth-
ers have described deportations as side events (Galvin, 2015; Schuster & Majidi,
2015; Bloch & Schuster, 2005), which mostly relates to the frequency of deporta-
tions and a certain everydayness about them, which may allow better strategies of
survival and coping. Deportations fromNorth African countries are not necessarily
an everyday phenomenon for returnees; still they seem to carry a certain element
of “normalcy” in the cases investigated.

Re-emigration is often seen as a consequence of deportation (e.g., Alpes, 2017;
Schuster & Majidi, 2013; Dünnwald, 2012), in that the latter creates a space of what
could be termed a space of forced mobility. Others have theorized deportation as
one point in themigration cycle (Kleist, 2017a; Cassarino, 2016, 2014, 2004).24 From
my research it appears that many deportees effectively try to re-emigrate, while
others talk about leaving again, but never do so in the end. Many deportees are

23 Deportation is not limited to the encounter between the deported person and the deporting
nation-state. Rather it involves a variety of people and institutions, from deportees, their
families, and communities to civil servants, border agents, immigration lawyers and judges,
prison and immigration detention staff, bureaucrats, civil society organizations, security per-
sonnel, activists, and the media (cf. Hasselberg, 2018, p. 16).

24 In this context, a migration cycle refers to the whole process of migration, from emigrati-
on, via immigration to another country to return to one’s country, considering the relevant
circumstances in each of these phases (Cassarino, 2016). See further Chapters 4 and 5.
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thus immobilized after deportations, unable to re-emigrate due to migratory con-
straints, lack of money or the family expecting them to stay. There is a large space
of immobility after deportations as well. Talking about a new adventure becomes
a constitutive part of their being and of the everyday, as I will show.

So far, research has focusedmainly on people encountered shortly after a forced
return and on the organizational structures involved, besides being based above all
in urban areas. The work of Heike Drotbohm greatly contributes to the study of
the social dimensions of, and transnational ruptures caused by, deportations from
the United States to Cape Verde, also over the longer term (2016, 2015, 2012, 2011).
Likewise, the recent ethnographic studies by Nauja Kleist on Ghana (2017a, b, c), in
parts of Sine Plambech’s work onNigerianwomen (2018, 2017) or by StefanieMaher
on refoulés in Senegal (2015) explore the social dimensions of life after deportation in
West Africa. But studies of the complex in-depth social dimensions of deportations
in urban and as well as in rural areas and set a longer time after deportation in
Mali do not exist so far. Above all a perspective on rural contexts after deportation
is badly needed, as “deportation is not the end of a ‘problem,’ but the start of a
new and ongoing dilemma for individuals, families, and the wider community”
(Pereira, 2011, p. 11). Temporality becomes a central dimension, as well as age. I
will show how this links in with immobility and re-emigration after deportations.

Structure and aims of the book

In the following chapters, I intend to tell a particular Malian story of situations
after deportation, using as my analytical lens the ambivalence of what I term the
supposedly “failed” migratory adventure. By following the narratives and every-
day practices of former deportees and their social circles, my book will extend our
knowledge of the everyday lives of people in these situations, especially who live in
the southernMali. It focuses on the “space of immobilization” after deportations as
well as their long-term impacts. In the Malian context, although deportations cre-
ate multiple ruptures, they are integrated into patterns both of circular and social
mobility and of remaining on the spot. So, in the end, the book is about renegoti-
ation, navigation, and repositioning after deportation.

Chapter 2 provides an overview of the historical, social, economic, political, and
cultural context of the selected case to enable the analytical results of the study to
be better understood and situated. I will describe the history and setting of migra-
tions in Mali, as well as the role that deportations have played from pre- to post-
colonial times ending with the latest developments in EU border externalization
measures up to the recent Valletta process. Along with that, I will sketch the par-
ticular reactions to deportations by different actors, including former deportees,
which make the Malian case specific.
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Chapter 3 develops the methodology of the study, describing how the field site
was defined and data were generated. A central place is reserved for discussing
specific positionalities in order to understand what I was able to research and what
I was not, including the how and why. Further, the chapter reflects on the methods
I used and the analytical steps I followed, concluding with further thoughts on the
specific kind of ethnography necessary for operationalizing my central research
question: how deportees deal with having been deported and their situation back
“home,” even years after being returned.

Chapters 4 to 7 constitute the main analytical part of this study. Chapter 4 em-
pirically sets the reader inside conditions post deportation through deportees’ re-
membering and narrating their deportation experiences after their arrival and later
on. It aims to enable an understanding of what these mostly unexpected and vio-
lent acts do to former deportees (and potentially to their social circles), revolving
around different aspects and accounts of suffering.Using selected cases, I will show
the social suffering caused by the process of deportation fromNorth African or Eu-
ropean states, plus how deportees experience it on the basis of their own agentic
accounts.

Chapter 5 centers on the main narrative of suffering after deportation con-
densed into the loss of money and the emblematic “empty hands” that follow sup-
posed “failed”migratory adventures. By focusing on the role of money and its social
meaning in southern Mali, it reveals the meanings of contributing, reproduction,
and the management of social and emotional relations after deportation, based
around the concept of shame in light of (unfulfilled) expectations and strategies of
silence, talk, and gossip over time.

Chapter 6 focuses on the everyday practices of going on under conditions post
deportation, through hard work, courageous engagement on the spot, and, most
importantly, (re)interpretations of the suffering one has experienced. All these are
strategies to enable one to eventually recover or renegotiate one’s masculinity post
deportation. On that basis, the last analytical chapter, Chapter 7, centers on the
cosmological as well as everyday notion of “la chance,” (kunna dija) which serves as
the final means of sense- and future-making in the face of deportation, eventually
opening up a potential space for new chances and even new (collective) imagin-
ings. The concluding chapter summarizes the study’s central results, also dwelling
briefly on two remaining aspects: sociological ambivalence in light of the “failed”
migratory adventure and the political dimension and what remains to be done.

Overall, the book provides an exemplary ethnographic view of the deportation
regime at work in southern Mali and, by fleshing out this particular Malian ex-
ample, it builds a basis for further engagement by deportation studies in how this
regime can have a profoundly transformative effect on the society at large and what
shape that transformation will take.





Chapter 2
Contextualizing and historicizing deportations and
situations post-deportation in Mali

To understand and situate situations and conditions post deportation it is indis-
pensable to sketch the specific historical, social, economic, political, and cultural
context around mobility, immobility, and deportations in Mali. This chapter pro-
vides an overview, first by presenting some basic facts and figures about Mali, then
by describing the history and setting of migration, plus the role that deportations
play – taking into account aspects of pre- to post-colonialism, the Malian crisis
and current situation, and the latest developments in EU border externalization
up to the recent Valetta process and the new reality of transit returns. Juxtaposed
with this, I sketch out the particular space in which the political and social dimen-
sions of (post) deportation in Mali are contested and handled both from an official
state perspective, and, more importantly, from that of civil society actors and for-
mer deportees. Finally, I offer a more detailed description of the areas of Kita and
Bamako, the sites of my field research, with respect to their political economy of
mobility and immobility histories.

Mali, migrations, mobilities, and immobility

Mali is a semi-arid, landlocked country in the Sahel zone with an estimated pop-
ulation of about 21.1 million1 covering an area of 1,240,192 sq. km. It has a very
young population, with a median age of 16.3 years and life expectancy of about
58.9 years, and a high population growth rate (2.97% in 2021 estimated)2 but with a
decreasing fertility rate of 5.9 children per woman in 2021. It is also a low-income

1 See online: https://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/mali-population, accessed 31 Octo-
ber 2021.

2 See online: https://www.migrationpolicy.org/country-resource/mali, accessed 31 October
2021.
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country with a multidimensional poverty rate of 68.3%.3 While the political crisis
in the north of the country (ongoing since 2012) has had a substantial impact on its
economy, Mali’s Human Development Index (HDI) of 0.434 has been slightly, but
continuously, increasing since democratization in 1990, though with a short period
of stagnation during the outbreak of the crisis. Ranked 184th out of 188 countries
in total by HDI, it is considered one of the poorest countries in the world. Its econ-
omy is chiefly based on agriculture, largely at subsistence level, and mainly in the
south of the country, while the dry north is a region of cattle breeding. Mali is rich
in resources, above all gold, which creates employment in the service sector, al-
though the income is mainly exported abroad and the population has little benefit
from it. Droughts and climate change pose major risks for the country’s agricul-
ture sector and food security. Further, the economy is vulnerable to raw material
price fluctuations in world trade and exchange rates (World Bank, 2021).4 Indus-
try is rather weakly developed and even decreased after the overthrow of the first
Malian president Modibo Keita (1960–68). Of the overall population above 15 years
old, 64.2% are employed while 65.3% of all workers are employed in the agricultural
sector. The largest share (90.5%) of the non-agricultural economy is to be found in
the informal sector, which has developed since the first Structural Adjustment Pro-
grams (SAPs) were set up by the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank
in the 1980s (Brand, 2001, p. 43). Youth unemployment (15–24) stands at 24.8% and
the proportion of young people who are neither in school nor employed is 34.0%.5

The average schooling expectancy in Mali is 7.6 years, with a low average literacy of
33.1% (2018).The illiteracy rate is thus almost 67% and is higher among females than
males. Mali is an ethnically highly diverse country (CIA, 2020)6, most of whose in-
habitants belong to the regional Mandé family of ethnic groups in Western Africa
who speak any of the many related Mandé languages of the region.7 About 94% of
the population is Muslim, about 3% Christian, and 0.7% Animist by belief.

3 See online: http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/MLI, accessed 31 October 2021.
4 See online: ttps://www.worldbank.org/en/country/mali/overview#1, accessed 31 October

2021.
5 Vulnerable employment constitutes a total of 89.6% of all employment.
6 Ethnicities are distributed as follows: Bambara 33.3%, Fulani (Peuhl) 13.3%, Sarakole/Soninke

/Marka 9.8%, Senufo/Manianka 9.6%, Malinke 8.8%, Dogon 8.7%, Sonrai 5.9%, Bobo 2.1%,
Tuareg/Bella 1.7%, other Malian 6%, from members of Economic Community of West Africa
4%, other 3% (2018 est.). See online: https://www.migrationpolicy.org/country-resource/mali,
accessed 31 October 2021.

7 Besides Mali, various Mandé groups are found in Benin, Burkina Faso, Côte d'Ivoire, Gambia,
Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Liberia,Mauritania,Niger,Nigeria, Senegal, and Sierra Leone.
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Histories of migration, mobility, and immobility

Migration in Mali has grown (historically) and been characterized by circular mi-
gration cultures, nomadism, and ritual journeys (Hahn & Klute, 2007; cf.Massey et
al., 1993), together with the migratory adventures and emerging, dynamic transna-
tional spaces of today (Manchuelle, 1997). The high mobility of the population (cf.,
e.g., Hahn, 2004) is thus embedded in a large number of circular migratory pat-
terns within the region and far beyond. According to Mirjam de Bruijn et al. (2001):

Thesemobilities encompass all types ofmovement including travel, explorations,
migration, tourism, refugeeism, pastoralism, nomadism, pilgrimage and trade. In
these forms, mobility is essential to many people and is even a means of survival
for some. It is culturally and socially embedded in society and in each individual’s
actions. Being mobile, or living in a culture where many people are mobile, is a
fact of life and with it goes an enormous cultural, social and economic flexibility.

Reasons for migration are many and complex; migration, as repeatedly shown by
research, is to be seen as a process (Faist et al., 2021; Stock, 2019, Carling & Schewel,
2017; Castles, 2010; Carling, 2002).8While inmostMalian social groupsmale-dom-
inated migration formerly meant pilgrimage into the wilderness, during French
colonization “migration for prestige dominated, where cultural values prioritized
imported items like umbrellas, cloth, perfume.” This was followed by “survival mi-
grations” after two major droughts (1973 and 1984) when people had to leave in
order to earn their living abroad; first within the subregion, largely to urban areas,
later to Europe (Dougnon, 2013, p. 37). Children, particularly boys, are trained from
early on, first of all through (often internal) labormigration (Dougnon, 2012, p. 144).
Many young boys in Mali grow up with the desire and expectation of leaving home,
both to study and also, potentially, to support their family (Hertrich & Lesclingand,
2013, p. 181). Today’s migrants, still mostly men, are driven by the desire to go “on
an adventure” (Bredeloup, 2008), catalyzed by a lack of prospects at home and the
search for a better life (Jónsson, 2007). Although female labor migration can also be
a path to adulthood, it is rather seen as a personal project involving strong expec-
tations of learning and obtaining life skills (Hertrich & Lesclingand, 2017, 2013). A
negative social judgment,which used to attach to solitary adolescent femalemigra-
tion, seems to be weakening in places where “girls take the lead”; moreover there

8 As Carling and Schewel (2017) explain, it is well-nigh impossible to say what drives a migra-
tory decision or aspiration to leave: it might be individual desires or particular constraints,
while an expressed preference for staying may even be an adaptive psychological mode or a
proactive acceptance (p. 14). In any case social and cultural approaches to migration should
not neglect the structural factors which lead to widespread forced migration, (im)mobilities
and expulsions (Khosravi, 2018; Sassen, 2016; Hammar et al., 1997).
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seem to be new lines of solidarity emerging between female generations (ibid.).
Their urban experience may entail a new scale of worldliness and consumption
against the experiences and values brought by male labor migration (Hertrich &
Lesclingand, 2017, pp. 81ff). On an international scale, women mainly follow the
paths taken by their husbands (Konaté, 2012). However, there are reported cases of
single female adventurers as well (see further Chapter 6).

Two patterns of Malian migration were central under French colonialism.With
the regional establishment of the colonial regime in the second half of the 19th cen-
tury (cf., e.g., Amselle, 1987), navetanes were often forced, regular and seasonal, cir-
cular and above all rural-to-rural migrants who went to large-scale sites of peanut
production in the Senegambia; tirailleurs, on the other hand, were French military
personnel recruited during the two world wars to serve in the fight against Ger-
many – “cannon fodder,” as one prominent postcolonial critique put it (Lecadet,
2016; Mann, 2003). The navetanes became an established migratory form over all
of southern Mali and beyond during the 20th century, building the basis for other
types of mobility and labor migrations (cf. Dougnon, 2012; Koenig, 2005a; Am-
selle, 1978). In this sense, colonial (coercive) labor migration policies built on exist-
ing, comparatively large-scale migration for employment in all British and French
colonies of West and Central Africa, rather than initiating it. The emblematic ex-
pression of “returning empty-handed” dates back to those seasonally or circularly
migrating navetanes, expressing their fear of returning “avec les mains vides” (with
empty hands) and without success to their communities (Gary-Tounkara, 2008,
p. 87), not fulfilling the expectations they had raised. Back then already some ex-
tended their stays until they had earned enough, while others never returned (cf.
Pollet & Winter, 1976, p. 138).

After World War I, self-initiated migrations by young men and the practice by
families of sending off of a son to supplement the household income from else-
where in the region increased, though it was soon criticized by the colonists be-
moaning a shortage of labor in some places. From the 1930s on migrations became
more urban and of longer duration (cf. Koenig, 2005a; Clark, 1999). Some people
settled in other countries and, for example, became major actors in the diamond
and the business sector in Congo Kinshasa, Congo Brazzaville, Cameroon, and An-
gola, subsequently setting up bases to build up real recruitment networks for new
migrants.

The dominant intraregional mobility pattern in West Africa was, and still is, a
North–South movement from the landlocked Sahelian countries of Niger, Burk-
ina Faso, and Mali to the more prosperous agricultural or urbanized zones in the
southern or coastal states (Côte d’Ivoire, Liberia, Ghana, Nigeria), or to Senegal
and the Gambia in the West. After independence in the 1960s, economic develop-
ment, infrastructure works, a growing transportation network and an increasing
demand for labor – likewise for cash – influenced the labor migration to rural and
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more importantly urban areas, often along the coast (van der Land, 2015, pp. 64f;
cf. Konate & Gonin, 2016; Hummel et al., 2012; Bakewell & de Haas, 2007; Hahn,
2004).

By the beginning of the 1970s, the Congos, and Cameroon had become hubs of
Malian immigration in light of economic constraints caused by cyclical droughts
(1973–1984) and the repressive political regime under Moussa Traoré (1968–1991)
that forced many people to leave seeking alternative possibilities of earning an in-
come and greater freedom. Together with large numbers of migrants from the Sa-
hel and other West African countries, Malians became extensively engaged in Côte
d’Ivoire in the trade in kola nuts thus linking the Malian savanna to the Ivorian
(rain) forest (Lovejoy, 1980, p. 125). With economic and political crises in several
West African countries (Ghana: 1966; Senegal: mid-1970s; Nigeria: 1973), during the
1980s and early 1990s Côte d’Ivoire became the main migration hub in the region
and has remained one of the countries hosting the largest share of Malian immi-
grants ever since.

It is important to mention at this point the Soninké, an ethnicity originating
from the upper Senegal river and living mainly from the production of grains, who
developed an “entrepreneurial spirit” (Meadows, 1999, p. 209) in their (economic)
way of life in precolonial times. As a result of extensive archive visits,9 François
Manchuelle (1997) gathered evidence to show how their labormigration had roots in
old patterns of trans-Saharan trade with Western Sudan established at least since
the thirteenth century. It was the gradual disappearance of the locally rooted slave
trade in Senegambia, which sparked off a system of seasonal migration or out-
migration to complement and enable their agricultural production (Manchuelle,
1989). Abundant literature exists investigating their “traditional” migratory net-
works and the dynamic transnational spaces encompassing not only the subregion
but also other African countries as well as the Global North (e.g., Lima, 2015; Cisse
& Daum, 2009; Rodet, 2009; Quiminal, 2002; Manchuelle, 1997, 1989; Chastanet,
1992; Pollet & Winter, 1971). Since the 1950s, 85% of all Black African migrants to
France have originated from the Soninké ethnic group (Meadows, 1999, p. 208). In
Mali today, the majority of Soninké still live in the administrative region of Kayes,
of which the circle of Kita is part, the area in which a large part of the research
for this present book took place (see the penultimate subsection of this chapter).
Even in the present day the Soninké serve as an almost mythical model for other
migratory groups and individuals in Mali and beyond.

From the administrative and political point of view as well, migration increas-
ingly became a central theme in Mali and within the region. While the first Malian
president, Modibo Keita, followed an external policy of African Unity, opening the

9 Even if he has been criticized on the grounds that his “use of evidence is both impressive and
problematic” (cf. Meadows, 1999, p. 208).



46 “Failed” Migratory Adventures?

borders to other incoming nationals, his policy for his own population was one of
“back to the land” (cf. Gary-Tounkara, 2008, see further Chapter 6), aiming to re-
strict its mobility. Under the following president,Moussa Traoré,migration was re-
evaluated and integrated into the national policy and identity, making migrations
agents of “national reconstruction” (cf. Lecadet, 2016). In the 1980s, Malian ambas-
sadors and consulates started to organize a category of Malians abroad (Maliens
de l’extérieur) – about a decade earlier than other migrant origin states – defin-
ing conditions not only for Malians who wanted to return, but also for those who
remained abroad with respect to integrating them into the “nation,” most impor-
tantly through consular identity cards that granted a number of rights. In 1982 the
fifth conference of Malian ambassadors was held in Bamako, partly on the ques-
tion of the conditions of stay for Malians abroad but also in order to think about
measures for those wanting to return (ibid., pp. 175f). In the face of increasing
deportations, however, post-return measures such as training for reintegration or
the allocation of land proved insufficient. Some development projects by Malians
abroad for their home communities went “beyond mere satisfaction of domestic
needs” (Keita, 2013, p. 217) by contributing to community infrastructures. In 1991,
after the transition to democracy, the High Council for Malians Abroad was created
to show appreciation and support for the economic and political implications of
this migration, its settings, and to institutionalize development associations (Gary
Tounkara, 2013, p. 48).These efforts were also supported by France, although at the
same time they became increasingly subject to restrictive measures.10 Since then,
Malians abroad have represented an essential economic and political complement
to Malian realities and engaged in the mobilization against deportations as well.11

In 1975, the long history and practices of mobility, seasonal migration, and
nomadism in the Sahel region were institutionalized in the Economic Commu-
nity of West African States (ECOWAS), an area of free mobility and circulation of
cross-border ethnic groups (Camara et al., 2011).The liberal immigration policies in
this context supported regional migration (cf. van der Land, 2015). With the wors-
ening of political and economic situations and insecurities in the 1980s, as well
as the civil wars in Sierra Leone (1991–2001), Liberia (1989–1996 and 1999–2003),
Guinea (1999–2000), and Côte d’Ivoire (2002–2007 and 2010–2011), new destina-
tions, such as Gabon, Libya, Botswana, South Africa, other Maghreb states and

10 In the early 1990s, France developed a scheme to assist development efforts by Malian (and
other) migrants and migrant associations that has been known as codéveloppement since
2002. Gradually this assistance became linked to two procedures: stopping migrants from
leaving and giving incentives to irregular migrants to return home. An office of the French
OFFI (Office français de l’immigration et de l’integration), was established in Bamako, assisting
returning migrants and their projects. This program is said to have never worked well or had
the intended effects on a broader scale (Dünnwald, 2017, p. 90; Daum, 2005).

11 See further subchapter “Reactions to deportations and returns in Mali”.
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increasingly European countries, became more and more attractive (ibid.). Since
the 1990s migrations from everywhere in Mali have been directed to the Maghreb
and Europe in particular. Furthermore, this has been fueled by economic cuts ex-
perienced through the SAPs, the devaluation of agricultural products, and the in-
creasing globalization of technology (Bruijn et al., 2001). But the conflict and civil
war in Libya in 2011, the Malian crisis, the recent refugee crisis and the Valetta
process12 that followed have again changed migration patterns.

Today, Mali is considered to be a country of emigration, transit, and immi-
gration. Three to four million Malians are said to live abroad (about one-quarter
to one-third of the population), most of them in West and Central African coun-
tries – which makes them a substantial share of the population of their respec-
tive host countries (about 70% within West Africa alone; Ballo, 2009). Statistics
from the Malian department responsible for migration issues reveal that 5,474,048
Malians were living in African countries other than Mali itself in 2015, which rep-
resents 96.68% of all Malians abroad (DGME, 2015).13 Immigrants to Mali origi-
nate mainly from other West African countries too, principally from neighboring
Guinea Conakry, Côte d’Ivoire, Burkina Faso, and Senegal; many transit migrants
pass through or stay temporarily on their way to Europe, and many of them are
fromCentral African countries (field notes).14Mali’s netmigration rate (2015–2020)
is -2.1 migrants/1,000 population.15 Remittance inflows constituted 5.9% of gross
domestic product in 2019 and totaled about US$ 1,022 billion.16 Even so, most mo-
bility takes place within the country and the region. The urban population today
is thought to be 43.1% of the total population (2019), with a 4.86% annual rate of
change (2015–20 est.; CIA, 2020). According to the UNHCR report September 2021,
however, 401,736 persons were still displaced internally due to the conflict that has
been going on in the north of Mali since 2012; 606,617 have returned. In addition,

12 TheValetta processwas adirect follow-up to the European “refugee crisis.” Inauguratedby the
EU and international organizations, it aimed to develop strategies for managing migration
with African countries. Since then migration has become an ever more restricted issue, and
deportations, above all in the formof transit and emergency returns, have risen substantially,
see the section “Recent deportation regimes and reactions”(pp. 64ff).

13 It needs to be added that these data may not include irregular migrants without papers, so
the number of Malian migrants, particularly in European countries is most likely higher.

14 See online: https://mali.iom.int/fr/rapports, accessed 31 October 2021.
15 See online: https://mali.iom.int/en/facts-and-figures, accessed 31 October 2021. Nevertheless,

numbers differ and the migration policy institute puts the net migration rate at-3.17, esti-
mated for 2021, based on the CIAWorld Factbook: https://www.migrationpolicy.org /country-
resource/mali, accessed 31 October 2021.

16 See online: https://www.knomad.org/data/remittances?page=15, accessed 31 October 2021.
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140,098 fled to the neighboring states of Burkina Faso, Mauritania, and Niger and
of these 82,507 have returned.17

Overall, only a relatively small percentage of West Africans migrate to Euro-
pean countries (about 25%), and some go on to North America and increasingly
to Asia (SVR, 2020; MIF, 2019). The number of migrants entering Europe is thus
very small. With increasing migratory restrictions, migration towards the North
has become largely irregularized; in many cases migrants are suspected of trav-
elling to Europe long before they ever reach European shores (see, e.g., Karakay-
ali & Rigo, 2010). More than half of the sub-Saharan Africans apprehended at the
external European borders in 2014 came from West and Central Africa (Carling,
2016). Moreover, 73,000 West and Central Africans applied for asylum in Europe
in the same year. Malians constituted the largest number of people crossing bor-
ders undocumented18 (9,789, ibid.) and accounted for more than 10,000 asylum
applicants between 2008 and 2014, the highest number, with Nigeria and Gambia,
and after Gambia the largest number relative to the overall population (Carling,
2016, p. 32f; see also Dembele, 2010). This was also represented in the Mediter-
ranean shipwrecks, which increased in number in 2014 and 2015 and eventually set
off the “refugee crisis.”19 Among the 800 people lost at sea on April 19, 2015, were
184 Malians. However, refugees from Eritrea, Ethiopia and Somalia have altered
the composition of the migrant population crossing the Mediterranean in recent
years.

As mentioned in the introductory chapter, West African and Malian migration
and deportations can only be thought of in relational terms. Socially, culturally,
and historically engrained, migration and mobility constitute a substantial part of
family livelihoods for some groups, as well as an option to leave uncertainty behind
and to seekmore generally for opportunities (Kleist, 2017b; Gaibazzi, 2015a,Hahn&
Klute, 2007, Bruijn et al., 2001). Thus, seasonal and circular migration and moving
with cattle still constitute (coping) strategies for rural households to diversify and
secure income in Mali and a strategy for (flexible) adaptation to environmental and
climatic conditions as well (van der Land, 2015, p. 59; Hummel et al., 2012; Bruijn
et al., 2001). In this sense, migration and mobility have been shaping the country

17 See online: https://data2.unhcr.org/en/country/mli, accessed 31 October 2021.
18 Many migrants do not reveal their nationality or do not carry any documents with them.
19 Deaths of migrants have been recorded since 1993, with the loss of 34,500 lives up to 2017

(Dubuis, 2017). The post-Gaddafi period was one of the deadliest with 13,545 lost at sea alone
(see IOM, "Missing Migrants" project). The figures for shipwrecks in the Mediterranean are
often vague, thus simply indicating the actual number of fatalities. The blog “Fortress Europe”
offers anunofficial estimate of thenumber ofmissing persons lost in theMediterranean since
1988.
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as motors for social change and vice-versa (cf. Castles, 2010).20 It is due to their
economic significance, thatmigrants are constructed as “local builders” (Soukouna,
2016), “adventurers” (Bredeloup, 2008), and eventually “martyrs” in the context of
recent shipwrecks (cf. also Sylla & Schultz, 2020). At the same time, migratory
andmobility constraints, and particularly deportations, have been shaping people’s
lifeworlds in essential ways, as this study will show.

Histories of African deportations

Most Malianmigrations took and take place within the African continent; the same
holds for Malian deportations. Since the first days of Mali’s independence and
even before, its people have faced deportation from other African states, European
states, the US in part, and again and again on a massive scale from Saudi Arabia
(Lecadet, 2011, p. 118; cf. also Boyer, 2017). Conversely, Mali itself has never officially
implemented large-scale deportations until today (Sylla & Schultz, 2019), even if it
started to engage in transit returns of other African nationals to their countries
of origin under the aegis of the International Organization for Migration (IOM) in
recent years (Alpes, 2020).21 At the same time, Malian society has shown a tremen-
dous capacity to reintegrate its citizens.

Deportation has become an instrument that has enabled African states to ex-
press and confirm their national sovereignty since independence. It is thus a con-
stitutive part of all new African postcolonial nation-states (Sylla & Schultz, 2019),
insofar as it decides who belongs to a particular state and who does not (cf. An-
derson et al., 2013). This has to be seen within the context of a new demarcation of
national boundaries, the emergence of independent nation-states and the setting
up of regulations governing immigration, as well as, initially, the different employ-
ment opportunities offered by different countries and, later, the general economic
recession (Adepoju, 1984, p. 427).22 In total, the period 1960–2000 accounts for 44
events of expulsion in Africa, with about half of all sub-Saharan African countries
expelling their immigrants en masse at least once (Adida, 2010, p. 86).

20 The link between social change, transformation, and migratory behavior should not be ne-
glected: “the whole notion of mobility as presented here turns the supposedly rupturing ef-
fect of travelling on its head: through travelling, connections are established, continuity ex-
perienced and modernity negotiated” (Bruijn et al., 2001, p. 2).

21 Moreover, since 2018, single cases of international staff have been expelled from or asked to
leave the country due to critical political statements, cf. e.g., https://www.jeuneafrique.com/
868300/politique/mali-expulsion-du-francais-christophe-sivillon-chef-du-bureau-de-la-minu
sma-a-kidal, accessed 31 October 2021.

22 In countries like Congo Zaire, Côte d'Ivoire and Uganda deportations of non-nationals were
common practice (Adida, 2010, pp. 86f).
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Importantly, during the colonial period, the French empire, after annexing the
territories of French Sudan, was already deporting resisting community leaders to
other territories under its rule.23 Unlike deportations in the post-colonial period
these deportations were targeted at political figures who opposed colonial prac-
tices, not at migrants, and they were carried out within the borders of the same
colonial empire – in this case the French – with a view to containing or transport-
ing rebellious initiatives against the established order.

The firstMalians were expelled from neighboring Senegal (which, together with
Mali, constituted the French colonial territory “Fédération duMali” from 1958 to 1960;
cf. Rodet & County, 2018), and from the former Belgian Congo in 196424; other
countries took up this practice: Ghana in 1969, Nigeria in 1983, Angola in 1996,
Libya from 1990 to 2000, Equatorial Guinea starting from the 2000s, and not least
Gabon, which carried out deportations of several hundred in 2015 (Daou, 2016;
field notes).25 From the mid-1980s on, these expulsions increasingly took place in
the context of economic crises and were legitimized for xenophobic and domes-
tic political reasons as well as to assert the foreign policies of the states involved.
Ghana and Nigeria can serve as examples of countries that, in time, introduced
anti-migration policies against so-called ‘illegal migrant workers’ or ‘aliens.’ Par-
ticularly notable were the deportation of 500,000 “aliens,” among them Malians,
from Ghana in 1969 (most of those affected were Nigerians, cf. Adepoju, 1984, p.
430) and the expulsion of more than two million “illegal” immigrants from Nige-
rian territory within a few weeks in January 1983 (Gary-Tounkara, 2015).26 Since
Malians for the most part did not possess any papers, they could hardly be detected
and even less deported. With the economic crisis in the 1980s the Ivorian economy
too faced a severe recession, which led to the hardening of the conditions of resi-
dency. In the wake of the conflict of 2002, the concept of ivoirité27 was particularly
propagated and more than 200,000 Malians were repatriated as a consequence of

23 This was the case of Samory Touré who was deported to present-day Gabon, Cheick Hamala
Hamahoulah deported to France (Hamès, 1997), and the Canton chief Siaka Traore of Sirakélé
(present-day circle of Koutiala) also deported to France.

24 By a Decree-Law of 19 August 1964, Congolese authorities forced thousands ofWest Africans,
who had become fundamental part of the diamond sector, to leave.

25 See online: https://maliactu.net/mali-immigration-illegale-le-mali-accueille-ses-129-rapatries
-du-gabon/, accessed 31 October 2021.

26 At the peak of the wave 1.5 million people were deported, including 700,000 Ghanaians,
180,000 Nigerians, 150,000 Chadians, 120,000 Cameroonians, 5,000 Togolese and 5,000
Beninese from Nigeria (Gary-Tounkara, 2015, p. 30).

27 Since the mid-1990s, ivoirité has been aimed at the comprehensive political and material
exclusion of a large part of the population living in Côte d'Ivoire, disenfranchising them on
the basis of their national, linguistic and religious affiliations. This exclusion policy has since
been pursued by various governments.
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armed rebellions (Sylla, 2019; Calenda, 2014a; Outarra, 2010; DGME’s databases).
These policies clearly contradicted the often-propagated notion of West African in-
tegrity, institutionalized through the ECOWAS and UEMOA (Union Economique et
Monétaire Ouest Africaine).

Despite the high numbers involved in theWest African case, deportations from
European countries, particularly from France, carry a specific symbolic value, that
weighs far more even if the numbers involved are far smaller (for more on this
topic see Chapter 4). The first “European” deportations of Malian nationals took
place from France in the 1980s, to be followed by deportations from Spain in the
1990s. Since 1945 the French National Office of Immigration (ONI) had been re-
cruiting mostly unskilled migrant workers as a “cheaper workforce” for the coun-
try’s reconstruction after World War II, not least as a kind of “dividend” for the
French colonies’ participation in the war. But following the economic crisis of 1973
undeclared foreign workers in France were no longer able to obtain residence per-
mits, and a selective regularization procedure was introduced (Siméant, 1998, p.
27). The official labor immigration of Africans into France stopped in 1974. In-
creasing deportations were one of the consequences. In 1986, 101 “undocumented”
Malian immigrants were deported from France on a charter flight, causing serious
disturbance among the population in Mali as well as in France (cf. Lecadet, 2011).
In summer 1996 almost 300 undocumented migrants, mainly from Senegal and
Mali and many of them minors, took refuge in the Church of St. Bernard in Paris.
The situations of some of whom were not even irregular (Siméant, 1998; Lecadet,
2011). The brutal clearing of the church and subsequent deportations (Garot, 2016)
gave birth to a strong international movement against the “inhumane conditions
of expulsions and deportations.” The figure of the tirailleur was reactivated in this
sans-papiers movement that cumulated in the protest at St. Bernard’s church. The
deportees were constructed as a direct colonial continuity, recalling the war debt
owed by the West to its former colonies (Lecadet, 2016, p. 174f.).

The case of Libya and progressive EU externalization

Libya has been the country most prominently involved in deportations of Malians
on the African continent. When it nationalized its oil companies in the 1970s,
the country urgently needed workers. The recruitment of Malians began under an
agreement signed in 1980 (The Employment Convention of 12 December 1980 be-
tween Mali and Libya), making Libya an ever more attractive destination in light
of the economic slowdown in West and Central African countries (Sylla, 2019).28

28 These Malians originatedmainly from the Sahelian and Saharan regions with cultural affini-
ties with Libya, such as the Tuareg.
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Some migrants saw the country as an “easy” means of entry to the European conti-
nent, as became particularly evident with the strengthening of EU border controls
from the 2000s. Under these circumstances, Libya increasingly began to act as an
outpost of EU migratory control executing forced returns at its land borders and
imprisoning migrants suspected of intending to continue on to Europe. On the
basis of agreements between Libya and EU member countries, principally Italy,
in the context of FRONTEX (frontières extérieures) operations, about 2,670 Malians
were deported between 2002 and 2008 (Ballo, 2009, p. 120). In Mali, the Libyan
position was perceived ambiguously. While Libya had otherwise been acting as a
strong promoter of the African Union, it now was criticized for its discriminatory
treatment of its “African brothers.”

Libya had, in fact, been using expulsions of migrant workers as political and
diplomatic instruments in its relations with other African states (Sylla, 2019) since
1985. Some 80,000 Tunisian and Egyptianmigrant workers and about 7,000Malian
migrants were expelled between 1985 and 1987 (Bensaâd, 2012, p. 88; Jamana, 1987).
Although these expulsions were intended to destabilize African countries with a
differing political outlook, they were less discussed and mediatized than those of
the 2000s.Most significantly, the earlier deportations were not carried out with the
support of external, non-African international actors (most importantly the EU),
which made a great symbolic difference.

In 2006 FRONTEX, the European Border and Coast Guard Agency, began one
of its first operations, stopping and “pushing back” small vessels departing from
the Senegalese or Mauritanian coasts for the Canary Islands (Dünnwald, 2012).29

The Cotonou Agreement with the African, Caribbean, and Pacific Group of States
(ACP countries; 2000) had systematically introduced the issue of migration (in-
cluding return) into cooperation between, among others, the EU and African states.
Moreover, the Rabat Process, implementing the new Global Approach onMigration
(GAM, 2005)30 and constituting the framework for the EU’s cooperation with third
countries in the area of migration and asylum, had a clearly restrictive agenda,
even though it included a link betweenmigration and development. Since the early

29 The Council Regulation (EC) 2007/2004 of 26 October 2004 led to the establishment of the
European Agency for theManagement of Operational Cooperation at the External Borders of
the Member States of the European Union (Frontex), a regulation, which has been amended
since, most recently in 2019. The agency’s mission is to promote, coordinate and develop
European border management in line with the EU charter of fundamental rights and the
concept of Integrated Border Management. See online: https://frontex.europa.eu/about-fron
tex/who-we-are/origin-tasks/, accessed 31 October 2021.

30 After the revision of the GAM in 2011, the European Commission issued the Global Approach
for Migration and Mobility (GAMM) with a further emphasis on strengthening the external
dimension of EU migration policy. See online: https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/orphan-pag
es/glossary/global-approach-migration-and-mobility-gamm_en, accessed 31 October 2021.
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2000s, return policies have become an integral part of the policy instruments of the
EU and its member states for combating unauthorized migration (European Com-
mission, 2005, p. 2). Return has likewise been defined as “the process of going back
to one’s country of origin, transit or another third country” (European Council,
2002, p. 29). Migrants’ conditions post-return or post-deportation were not taken
into account. During this normalization process, “mixing return with expulsion or
readmission has become commonsensical” (Cassarino, 2016, p. 219). In the course
of it, migrants have been increasingly dispossessed of their rights and aspirations
(Cassarino, 2004). Moreover, a previously discussed paradigm of return migration
linked to development has been neglected. But with the recent Valetta process and
the increasing incidence of “assisted voluntary returns,” above all in the form of
transit and emergency returns from North African countries (Alpes, 2020; Zanker
& Altrogge, 2019), this has been changing – as I will shortly show.

In view of the growth in north-bound mobility from the late 1990s, the politi-
cal instruments described above have been used to transform parts of North and
West Africa into transit zones en route to EU territory. Libya, Morocco, Tunisia,
Algeria, Mauritania, and Senegal were enlisted to prevent unwanted irregular mi-
grants from reaching Europe, and eventually to return them (Gary-Tounkara, 2015;
Bredeloup, 1995). Consequently, a large number of deportedMalians returned from
the countries bordering the Mediterranean. Malian migration statistics estimate
that 91.8% of the Malians expelled between 2002 and 2012 were removed from
other African countries, while deportations from Europe represented nomore than
6.6% of all deportations during the same period (MMEIA, 2014, p. 55). This possi-
bly reflects “the strong vulnerability of Malian migrants to regime instability in the
region” (Calenda, 2012, p. 12). The following table shows the continuation of this
pattern:
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Table 1 (see p. 54) presents an overview of forced returns of Malians abroad from African
countries from 2002 to March 2014. (Source: DGME/MMEIA; taken from PONAM [2014])

As the table shows, the repatriations and forced returns in the context of the crises
in Côte d’Ivoire (2002-2004) and in Libya (2011) stand out dramatically, even if num-
bers are to be taken with caution and to be seen rather as indicators than as strictly
accurate. Simultaneously, the EU policies of externalizing migration and border
controls gave rise to a further phenomenon whereby many of the candidates for
emigration to Europe were kept in a situation of “forced” or “involuntary immobil-
ity” (Jónsson, 2007), either in their respective transit zones, or back in their Malian
villages after deportation, or before they even left.

Under the authoritarian Libyan regime of Muammar Gaddafi from 1990 to Oc-
tober 2011, practices such as imprisonment, extortion of property, the use of mi-
grants in militias, and expulsions became an everyday phenomenon. But the col-
lapse of the regime in 2011, ongoing war and partly anarchic conditions, brought
the numbers of involuntary and forced returns to an unprecedented peak (see Table
1). While local human rights organizations and journalists have been documenting
abuses for years, it is only recently that international organizations and Western
media have revealed the ever more brutal practices of human trafficking on mi-
gratory routes and torture (cf. Schultz, 2018). It was CNN broadcasts of images of
Libyan “slave markets” during the summit of the African and the European Unions
(AU–EU) in Abidjan in November 2017 that sparked off a bulk push of so-called
“Voluntary Humanitarian Returns”31, though these were not necessarily perceived
as voluntary (cf. Alpes, 2020). Simultaneously, these detention centers provided an
important financial windfall for brokers and heads of networks facilitating irreg-
ular migration. With the 2019 bombing of a detention camp that killed 60 jailed
migrants (Macé, 2019), the centers more and more became symbols of a protracted
conflict.

Reactions to deportations and returns in Mali

In contrast to the deportation practices that characterize other African states, Mali
has directed its diplomacy towards the realization of an ideal of African unity and
citizenship since its independence and, until the transit returns of today, has never
carried out large-scale returns itself, and has devised its own methods of manag-
ing incoming deportees. Its cautious attitude towards deportations results in part
from its dedication to Pan-Africanism and African socialism, but there is a fear
too that the communities of Malians living abroad would suffer the countereffects

31 See online: https://www.iom.int/news/voluntary-humanitarian-returns-libya-continue-reinte
gration-efforts-step, accessed 31 October 2021.
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of deportations, as would the Malian economy (cf. Sylla & Schultz, 2019). Last but
not least, the history of the policy of hospitality towards strangers implemented
in Mali for centuries has had, and still has, a considerable impact (Lecadet, 2016,
p. 178). At the beginning of the 1970s, for instance, a group of Malians living in
the former Belgian Congo was forcefully returned, and the then president Moussa
Traoré offered them the choice of a place to settle. They elected to stay in Badinko,
a village about 150 km southwest of Bamako located on the railway line to Dakar,
with fertile lands. Since then, the small train station has changed significantly due
to the settlements that followed and the investments and remittances sent by the
population abroad, the descendants of the former migrants. Today, the modern
city clearly differs from other surrounding villages (field notes, 11-3-2015).

Possibly, this example was inspired by the model of integration of migrants
from Paris, who returned in the 1970s, though “voluntarily,” to set up agricultural
projects supported by the French government in light of sudden migratory re-
strictions.32 This included grants for business start-ups as well as training in the
management of agricultural cooperatives and agricultural innovations (see Nou-
vel Observateur, 1983; cf. Sow, 1987). While these reintegration processes were car-
ried out on the basis of the monopolistic perspective typical of the French and the
Malian (welfare) states, those undertaken in democratic and liberal Mali after 1990
adopted the perspective of the civil society actors who were replacing the state in
the domain of social assistance.The voluntary or rather “constrained returns” from
France (Quiminal, 2002) that were increasing during the 70s were more and more
supported by the migrant development associations that started to emerge at that
time. Since then, returning pensioners have become an ever larger phenomenon;
officially they receive support from the French state, but this, however, is only par-
tially realized (ibid.).

A clear differentiation was and is made between so called “high-skilled” and
“low-skilled” migrants: while the high-skilled, who may have migrated legally, are
regarded as contributing to the development efforts of the state and are dubbed,
or raised to the rank of, “local builders” (Soukouna, 2016), low-skilled migrants are
more often perceived as receivers of public goods (cf. Zanker & Altrogge, 2019).
Highly educated Malian emigrants living in Europe, North America, and Japan, for
instance, are encouraged by theMalian State to come to teach in public universities

32 Similar initiatives were undertaken by the French government to encourage first- and the
second-generation emigrants to return to their “fatherland” during the economic crisis in
the mid-1970s as a complement to the new restrictive migratory measures.
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as part of an inter-university exchange program called “Programme Tokten”33. Con-
trariwise, deportees who are mostly “low-skilled” can potentially end up in severe
social, economic, and institutional conditions after their return. Trajectories after
deportations are thus deeply impacted by the policies and practices of the state
that deports as well as the one that receives.

Meanwhile, the (re)integration of former deportees into society is above all a
task for different civil society associations in Mali, though new initiatives by the
state, the EU, and above international organizations such as the IOM, have been
introduced lately, in the context of the Valetta process, that again engage the state.
The AME (Association Malienne des Expulsés – see Chapter 1) was founded in 1996
as a consequence of the sans-papiers movement at St. Bernard’s Church in Paris
and 10 years after the “Charter 101” of the first large deportation from France – a
connection which was constructed by the AME as a direct continuity and legacy
(cf. Lecadet, 2016, p. 180). In addition to dealing with humanitarian assistance to
the small but increasing numbers of returnees from Angola, Gabon, and Mozam-
bique, as well as from Asian and American countries, it protested against the treat-
ment suffered by Malian migrants abroad during the process of expulsion and on
their return and reception in Mali. From the start, the AME’s activities were thus
politicized – pioneering interventions in the management of post deportation and
the integration of deportees (Sylla & Schultz, 2019; Dünnwald, 2017; Lecadet, 2016,
2013, 2011; Gary-Tounkara, 2013). For instance, before, deported Malian migrants
were imprisoned upon their return and accused of “illegal migration” by the Malian
public authorities.34 The protests, organized by the AME and other associations,
are said to eventually have led to the abolition of this practice. While the contem-
poraneous context of democratization in Mali provided the political base for civil
society organizations to intervene increasingly in social and economic domains, it
favored a soft disengagement of the State (cf. Kasfir, 1998; Ceesay, 1998). In addition
to the growing co-development activities of migrants’ associations abroad, which
will be further discussed elsewhere (Keita, 2013), these associations have played,
and continue to play, an important role in mobilizing against deportations as well.

33 TOKTEN (Transfer of Knowledge through Expatriate Nationals) is a program that was estab-
lished in 1977 by the United Nations Development Program in Turkey and operates in dozens
of countries. It was launched in Mali in 1998; see online: https://www.globalgiving.org/projec
ts/improve-education-in-mali/, accessed 31 October 2021.

34 This state practice of imprisoning expelled and deported migrants was also a legacy of the
socialist regime inMali which aimed to retain “bras valides” (capable hands) inMali to bolster
socio-economic development there (cf. Lecadet, 2016). After its creation, the AME’s pioneer-
ing act was a support march in Bamako in 1997 to demand the release of 77 Malians expelled
from France by the “36th charter Debré” and imprisoned by the Malian government (Lecadet,
2011, p. 120). Cf. http://www.expulsesmaliens.info/Historique.html, accessed 31 October 2021.
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Furthermore, the expulsion of about 200,000 Malians from Côte d’Ivoire be-
tween 2002 and 2004, partially organized in the form of a massive repatriation
by the Malian government, contributed to influencing policy perceptions and pri-
orities as regards return migration. In the course of this, the number of expelled
migrants, and the presence and voice of new organizations formed by returnees
from Côte d’Ivoire increased notably, pushing the Malian government to take ac-
tion (Sylla, 2019; Calenda, 2012; Ouattara, 2010). Even if these initiatives cannot
be compared to the activist character of the AME mobilizations (Gary Tounkara,
2013), they contributed to setting up more return assistance and reintegration pro-
grams, especially during the last Ivorian crisis in 2011. Mostly this took the form of
small-scale interventions (Calenda, 2014a, pp. 57f). The Malian population, above
all families and civil society, but also the government, were engaged in the task of
taking back their people. However, socio-economic reintegration was inmost cases
difficult or even impossible. Maybe the state was unable to recognize the skills of
the returnees sufficiently and to create appropriate training and employment op-
portunities (Camara et al., 2011). Still, it was thanks to the Malian population’s out-
standing capacity for reintegration that no social conflict broke out and relations
and migratory networks to Côte d’Ivoire have persisted until today. In reaction to
the Libyan crisis,more associations formed,whichwere particularly political (Sylla,
2019, 2014; Gary-Tounkara, 2013). In addition, the International Organization for
Migration (IOM), funded by European donors, started its activities in the field of
larger-scale reintegration programs in this context (Aghazarm et al., 2012).

The rather “poor performance” (Dünnwald, 2017, p. 91) of Malian state institu-
tions became clear in the incidents surrounding the shooting of migrants in Ceuta
and Melilla in 2005 and the massive arrivals of forced returnees from Morocco, a
result of the strengthening of the European borders in North Africa at that time.
It was civil society and above all Aminata Draman Traoré, a renowned Malian in-
tellectual, activist, and former politician,35 who offered shelter to the returnees
and coordinated public hearings and a protest movement together with the AME,
ARACEM (l’Association des Refoulés de l’Afrique Central auMali)36, another organization
of former deportees, and other groups. In spring 2006, moreover, the Polycentric
World Social Forumwas held in Bamako and brought in numerous activists and or-
ganizations from Africa, Europe, and other places.Migration and deportation were

35 She is a prominent critic of globalization and the economic policies of most developed coun-
tries. She takes a very critical stance on migration politics in her writings, particularly as re-
gards EU policies against African migrants.

36 See online: http://aracem-mali.org/, accessed 31 October 2021.
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central themes.Malian associations used the forum to connect to human rights as-
sociations, mostly from France.37

With these events, which became the subject of unprecedented media coverage
(cf. Stock, 2019; Tyszler, 2019), a new type of response to the EU emerged at the
level of migrant-sending countries through the activism of migrant associations,
increasingly supported by groups from European civil society (Dünnwald, 2017).
Their transnational struggle also built on the denunciation of neocolonial policies
in Africa and of the criminalization of migration and mobility after 1990 (Korven-
syrjä, 2017).The AME and other organizations in Mali and in other North andWest
African countries played a central role here. It preceded and accompanied the first
wave of the EU externalizing its borders into sub-Saharan Africa and the setting up
of the Center for Information andMigrationManagement (CIGEM) in Bamako (see
below). The protests against the signature of readmission agreements with France
– protests organized by the AME in collaboration with other migrant and civil so-
ciety associations as well as with Malians abroad – were particularly significant. It
is due to their pressure that the Malian government is said to have twice refused
to sign these agreements: with France in 2009 (Soukouna, 2011) and with the EU in
2016/17 (Traoré, 2016).38

Recent deportation regimes and reactions

The paradoxical effects of the externalization of EUmigration policies seem to have
become visible in a very concentrated manner in Mali (Trauner & Deimel, 2013; cf.
Dünnwald 2017, p. 89). In 2008 the EU established the CIGEM, its overall objec-
tive being to support the development and implementation of a Malian migration
policy with particular emphasis on the link between “migration and development”
(European Commission, 2011). The Center was the first of its kind on the African
continent. The year 2008 also constituted a peak in European deportations, with
1,834 Malians being deported mainly from France and Spain, followed by 765 in
2009, and 335 in 2010 (Calenda, 2012, p. 8, based on Eurostat data). This had been
preceded by a readmission agreement concluded in 2007 between Mali and Spain
as part of a larger circular migratory agreement. Supposedly this was favored by
the fact that Mali and Spain had no common colonial heritage (ibid., p. 12). The

37 A number of new associations were founded in this context, and the AME and ARACEMman-
aged to get stable funding from the French Protestant Church-based CIMADE (Comité Inter-
MouvementsAuprès des Evacués) and theGermanNGOsMedico International andProAsyl. This
contributed to extending and transnationalizing their work quickly, and its gainingwider vis-
ibility in certain circles (Dünnwald, 2017, p. 91).

38 The latter refusal took place,moreover, in light of the recent shipwrecks,which becamea sub-
ject of public debate (first, when on July 27, 2014, between 82 and 87 youngMalians drowned
off the coast of Tripoli; Coulibaly, 2014).
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CIGEM became a center for managing the arrival and reception of deportees. It
was a literal “market” of organizations in the field of migration and return (Wiede-
mann, 2010) that emerged around the funding offered for often newly founded,
but eventually short-lived associations (field notes, 11-18-2014).39 Five years later,
they existed on paper only or in the persons, as it were, of a left-over president and
secretary.

At the end of the CIGEM project in February 2015, the general impression of
AME representatives and EU officials in Bamako was that the Center had “flopped”
as regards achieving its objectives (field interviews, Bamako, 22 and 24 October
2014; cf. Andersson, 2014, 241ff). The basic criticism was precisely that it had acted
as the receiver of returnees and deportees instead of creating jobs and promoting
legal migration as previously announced (cf. also Feldman, 2012). Following the vir-
tual failure of this pioneering experiment in managing migration in sub-Saharan
Africa, the EU decided to marginalize the issue of migration as an area of interven-
tion in Mali in its strategic agenda 2014–2020 (European Commission, 2015). After
2008 the numbers of expulsions from outside of Africa to Mali decreased again
until rising to another peak with the expulsion of 307 Malians from France in 2016.
This was mostly related to new protests at St. Bernard’s Church in Paris against
the conclusion of the readmission agreement between the EU and Mali in the af-
termath of the European refugee crisis (DGME database, unpublished), mentioned
previously. The data of the DGME barely show any further returns from European
countries in this period, but this needs to be viewed with caution as many returns
may not have been included.40

The “refugee crisis” of 2015 gave a new impetus to the EU’s political orienta-
tion on migration in the region. It resulted in the establishment of PONAM, the
new Policy on Migration in Mali, which in itself was one of the concrete outcomes
of the CIGEM and the directives of the Valetta summit (see below). This renewed
EU interest in migration inaugurated an ever more intense phase of externalizing
its borders in response to the migration governance established in Mali. This con-
sisted of collaboration between international actors (i.e., the French Office of Im-
migration and Integration, Technical Co-development Unit, the Spanish, Italian,
Swiss, and German representations, the IOM and other United Nations entities)

39 Organizations such as AME or ARACEM refused to receive such funding.
40 Malian nationals who did not identify as such are not registered; moreover, deportations

may pass “unnoticed” as states, France above all, are said to send back individual deportees
on commercial flights without informing the authorities to create as little “noise” as possible
(field notes, 1-8-2016). The same may apply to other European countries. The fact that num-
bers of deportations on and to the African continent are barely accessible or non-existent is
at the same time an indicator of the global structural inequalities inherent in the invisible
aspects of the deportation regime.
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and Malian state actors, including the Ministry of Foreign Malians and African In-
tegration (MMEIA), the General Delegation of Malians Abroad (DGME), and the
Agency for the Promotion of Youth Employment (Diombana, 2009). Moreover, the
Malian conflict, which was escalating in 2012 in the North, represented a turning
point in the management of deportations and migrations and in their effects on
the country. It led to an interim cessation of deportations not only from European
countries, but also from the Maghreb, Morocco, Algeria, and Libya, which all acted
more cautiously – apart from the fact that in Libya the state was nonexistent by
that time.

This conflict needs to be depicted more fully, since a number of factors led to
a complicated and protracted political situation, which has still not been settled
to date but has even worsened again (cf. Schultz, 2021a; Klatt 2020; Bergamaschi,
2013; Lecocq et al., 2013; Soares, 2013; Hagberg & Körling, 2012): The conflict be-
tween the Tuareg (the largest ethnicity in the region of Azawad in the north of
Mali) and the government about more autonomous rights had escalated several
times since 1963 (1990, 1994–2000, 2006, and 2012),41 but had never been resolved.
This goes back to the division of the mainly Tuareg-inhabited territory through
post-colonial nation-building and the definition of state borders without includ-
ing Tuareg interests. The Malian state has never been able to provide sufficient
infrastructure on its territory, especially in terms of education, health, and road
construction. In fact, in the north and north-east of the country it was conspic-
uous by its absence. Terrorists exiled from Algeria found refuge in centers in the
north at the end of the 2000s. Weapons came from Algeria, as well as from Libya.
With the outbreak of the Libyan conflict in 2011, a spread of Islamist ideas by re-
turning fighters followed.This exacerbated a tense situation marked by increasing
droughts, poorer soil for livestock, and high youth unemployment. “Traditionally,”
Islam in Mali follows a tolerant Sufi direction.42

The Tuareg uprising in early 2012 was followed by a coup d’état, in which units
of the Malian army revolted against the government of Amadou Toumani Touré in
Bamako.The National Movement for the Liberation of Azawad (Mouvement national
de libération de l’Azawad; MNLA) took advantage of the power vacuum to proclaim
the independent Tuareg state of Azawad. Within a very short time, the MNLA had
conquered the main cities of the north. The intervention of Islamist groups in-

41 See online: https://www.bpb.de/internationales/weltweit/innerstaatliche-konflikte/175842/m
ali, accessed 31 October 2021.

42 The rise of Islamic organizations such as the very popular, also Sufi-based, movement Ansar
Dine led by Chérif Ousmane Madani Haïdara, and the success of certain Islamist groups,
shows a diverse, complex, and shifting Islamic landscape inMali (cf. Soares, 2013). See online:
https://culanth.org/fieldsights/islam-in-mali-since-the-2012-coup, accessed 31 October 2021.
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ternationalized the conflict.43 Thousands of people fled to the south of Mali or to
neighboring countries. At France’s insistence, the UN Security Council provided
for an African-led military mission called MINUSMA.44 When the Islamist groups
quickly advanced towards Bamako, however, the Malian interim president Traoré
requested an urgent military intervention by France, which started in January 2013
and was successful, though the Islamist fighters were not defeated completely. On
international insistence, quick democratic elections were held that made former
Prime Minister Ibrahim Boubacar Keita (IBK) president in August 2013.45 Mali,
which had for long been an international “donor darling,” celebrated for its alleged
successful transition to and implementation of democracy, within short time be-
came the subject of international humanitarian aid actors and military operations
(Bergamaschi, 2016, 2013; Lacher, 2013). While, the humanitarian actors have par-
tially left in the meantime, the presence of security and military personnel contin-
ues to characterize the country’s situation, also regarding migration and deporta-
tions, even if France,meanwhile, seems to be on the verge of changing its “counter-
terrorism” strategy and building local forces towards more autonomy (Tull, 2021).

The official peace process, consolidated in 2015 and signed by relevant groups
and parties under international supervision in Algeria, is viewed positively in prin-
ciple by the population despite doubts about its success. However, the government
and international actors have been unable to succeed in pacifying the north on
account of the complex crisis and security situation. Since 2015 the conflict has
decentralized and intensified: centers of “whites” in Bamako as well as interna-
tional security forces have become targets of Islamist attacks. Jihadists from the
north infiltrated groups of the Fulbe ethnic group who live alongside the Dogon
in central Mali, who, in turn, radicalized themselves as a rebel group. In the back-
ground are old feuds over land and resources. The conflict has spread across the
borders into Niger and Burkina Faso, and now also into western Senegal.46 Since
2019, ethnically motivated rebels and jihadist groups have increasingly attacked

43 Theseweremainly Al-Qaeda in the IslamicMaghreb andAnsar Dine (“Defenders of the Faith”
– the latter not to be confused with the religious movement led by Chérif Ousmane Madani
Haïdara). Themore secular MNLA quickly lost its influence. The Islamists forced their funda-
mentalist interpretation of the Sharia on the population in the occupied cities. Old cultural
goods, religious monuments, and African Islamic writings were destroyed.

44 The United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali, see online:  
https://minusma.unmissions.org/en, accessed 31 October 2021.

45 Despite ambivalent performance and increasing involvement in corruption scandals, IBKwas
re-elected in 2019.

46 See online: https://globalriskinsights.com/2021/01/conflict-moves-west-in-mali-towards-the-
senegalese-border/, accessed 31 October 2021.
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central Mali’s population. In some places, brutal massacres have occurred.47 In the
absence of the state, the groups offer the population protection from Islamist and
reciprocal threats.With a disillusioned population, economic difficulties, dehydra-
tion of soils, and a lack of prospects, young men in particular are joining the new
Islamist and rebel groups in these areas (Benjaminsen & Ba, 2019). Again, many
people have been internally and internationally displaced. The situation in central
Mali coincides with a dramatic drought and thus a food crisis.48 The latest survey
by the German Friedrich Ebert Foundation (FES) in March 202049 confirmed secu-
rity, youth unemployment and poverty as the biggest challenges facing the country.
In addition, many are more pessimistic about the coming years than before.50 In
fact, on 18 August 2020, another coup d’état by the military junta CNSP (National
Committee for the Salvation of the People) under Colonel Assimi Goita incited the
fall of the government under President IBK. It had been preceded by civil society
protests since June 2020 expressing people’s discontent. The COVID-19 crisis was
the last straw (Schultz, 2021a). Since then, the country has been in a transition
process toward a new government and supposed political stability, though this was
upset by another coup d’état, in May 2021, which brought back Colonel Goita as
leader and reinforced criticisms of the military dominance in the process.51

This political crisis in the Sahel has heavily securitized migration management
and cooperation. All this is mirrored in the current responses and EU instruments,
and the increased EU influence onmigration, flight, and deportations.Meanwhile,
facilitating migration has become criminalized, which has made transit migration
more dangerous and the business of migration facilitation more lucrative (Faist
et al., 2021, p. 78ff). The UN military forces, the French “Barkhane” mission (since
August 2014) and the G5 Sahel Joint Force (Mauritania, Mali, Niger, Burkina Faso,

47 See online: https://www.france24.com/en/20200117-mali-foulani-dogon-ethnic-clashes-jihad
ist, accessed 31 October 2021.

48 See online: https://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/visuel/2021/01/24/dans-le-centre-du-mali-des-vi
llages-rases-par-les-violences-et-la-famine_6067424_3212.html?s=09&fbclid=IwAR203rAXSJ
HoWoyXIuwHsWXO2U8wtlAIbuxgvKKeopNJg90ijLaTJPpyw-g, 31 October 2021.

49 The FES is a political foundation, close to the Social Democratic Party in Germany.
50 While the peace process, consolidated under an agreement of 2015 and signed by a large

number of relevant groups and parties under international supervision in Algeria, is gener-
ally seen as positive, the population has little confidence in its success. This may relate to
its abstract nature for large parts of the population (Goldberg, 2018). The Dialogue National
Inclusif (DNI: national inclusive dialogue), a week of workshops and debate in Bamako in
December 2019 organized by the Malian president and offering “truth, sincerity and con-
viviality,” was well known by many respondents and seen as a useful instrument for change.
See online: http://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20191214-mali-ouverture-dialogue-national-inclusif-
dni-ibk-ibrahim-boubacar-keita, accessed 31 October 2021.

51 See online: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-57290761, accessed 31 October 2021.
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and Chad), moreover, are fighting against migration in the name of counter-ter-
rorism.52 Consequently, migration control has been increasingly militarized (see
also Müller, 2018).

The European “refugee crisis” and its political aftermath have since reshaped
the border, migration, and deportation regimes fundamentally. As part of a sec-
ond wave of externalization, Mali was chosen as “priority country” together with
Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, and Ethiopia to establish a Migration Partnership Frame-
work with the EU (European Commission, 2016). The Valetta Summit, which inau-
gurated this process to find “solutions” with African partner countries in November
2015, was a turning point in the management of irregular migrants and of “offi-
cial” development assistance in sub-Saharan Africa (cf. Kipp & Koch, 2018; Dedieu,
2018). It is accompanied by an Emergency Trust Fund (EUTF) of 5 billion Euros
(as of September 2021) of which more than 200 million Euros are specifically in-
tended for projects in Mali; while migration management has a dedicated section,
it is above all a cross-cutting issue.53 Moreover, Mali is part of several regional
projects on migration management and border control.54 The logic of the narra-
tive of “root causes” assumes that, if migrants’ home territories were developed
and able to provide opportunities for potential candidates for irregular migration,
the latter would not risk their lives in tragic and deadly migratory adventures. Not
only is this questionable because migration cannot be addressed by economic or
development scenarios only; but social, cultural, political, climatic, gendered, and
other factors make migration a very complex phenomenon.

While the Valetta approach thus does not stand up to a critical analysis of the
causes of migration, return has become the paramount paradigm in the coopera-
tion with African states within the European partnership framework (cf. Castillejo,

52 See online: https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/defence-security/crisis-
and-conflicts/g5-sahel-joint-force-and-the-sahel-alliance/; https://www.deutschlandfunk.de
/anti-terror-operation-barkhane-umstrittene-mission-in-der.795.de.html?dram:arti-
cle_id=395933; https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/niger/2017-08-31/europes-migran
t-hunters, accessed 31 October 2021.

53 The fund allocated to migration in Mali has a threefold objective: (1) to help immigrants
to stay on the spot; (2) to compel the state to regulate the flow of migrants and welcome
citizens considered “undesirable” in Europe; (3) and finally to put in place measures of de-
terrence for potential candidates for emigration. Among others, Mali received roughly 80
million euros for resolving the conflict in the north of the country to be dedicated, among
other things, to border control and roughly 18 million euros for migration management in
particular, see online: https://ec.europa.eu/trustfundforafrica/region/sahel-lake-chad/mali_e
n, accessed, 31 October 2021.

54 See online: https://ec.europa.eu/trustfundforafrica/content/trust-fund-financials_en and h
ttps://ec.europa.eu/trustfundforafrica/region/sahel-lake-chad/regional, accessed 31 October
2021.
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2017), thereby potentially also linking deportations and development. In accor-
dance with that framework, migrants forced from Europe or on the way there are
preferably to be returned through “assisted voluntary returns” (AVRs),55 which are
easier for collaborating African governments to accept as they promise a more dig-
nified return, even if they are potentially still unwanted (cf. also Adam et al., 2019).
Within this context, the IOM expanded its role becoming determinant in the assis-
tance of “illegal”migrants in transit in Algeria, Libya or released from Libyan deten-
tion centers (Trauner et al., 2019; European Commission, 2011). Together with Eu-
ropean or African development agencies (e.g., Bartels, 2019), IOM’s work consisted
above all of facilitating return and supporting economic and social reintegration,
not least to prevent people from re-emigrating. By retaining deportees and repa-
triates as well as would-be migrants on the spot, they are also made development
actors in their region or country of origin. InMali this is done in collaboration with
the EU and the Malian Government.56

More than that, deportations from European and mainly North African coun-
tries rose to a new and massive peak in the last few years: thousands of migrants
were set down in the desert and pushed over borders.57 This added to the rising
numbers of so-called “voluntary humanitarian returns” and AVRs, which came as
consequence of the images of slavery-like conditions broadcast during the AU-EU
summit in November 2017, Alpes (2020) speaks of “emergency returns.” Effectively,

55 Built on the self-initiative and participation of returnees in the (post) return process, this po-
litical-administrative measure is most often carried out after an expulsion order or where
there is no perceived alternative. Others therefore speak of self-deportation (cf. Collyer,
2018), “neoliberal deportations” (Andrijasevic, 2010; see also Bartels, 2019; Plambech, 2018)
or “soft deportations” (Kalir, 2017). There is a considerable difference observable between the
large number of repatriations and, lately, emergency returns from Libya, which are not nec-
essarily voluntary, and those “assisted returns” accompanied before, during, and after return
by the IOM or through the program of the Office Français de l’Immigration et de l’Intégration
(OFII). The latter are single cases, however.Whether they remain after their return is another
question.

56 Recent Malian repatriates from Niger and Algeria are embedded in health care and housing
services, and returnees are eligible for individual and collective reintegration projects. So
called “reintegration kits” may include tricycles to undertake an income-generating activity
and management training for small and medium-sized enterprises.

57 According to the European Council on Refugees and Exiles (ECRE), News, and Algerian of-
ficial counts, Algeria deported 25,000 Sub-Saharans in the course of 2018 alone and about
27,000 Sub-Saharans were deported between 2015 and early 2018: https://www.ecre.org/?s
=Algeria+Deports+25%2C000+Migrants+to+Niger, accessed 31 October 2021. Also see the
ongoing documentations by Alarme Phone Sahara, an international and local civil society
initiative to support those in distress in the desert: https://alarmephonesahara.info/reports,
accessed 31 October 2021.
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a considerable number of those returning from Libyan prisons emerged out of des-
perate situations. However, returnees who did not come through IOM channels
or were not “on their way” to Europe were not eligible for reintegration funding
(Sylla, 2019), thus differentiating between desirable and undesirable (“irregular”)
migrants. Even so, this new orientation of the European agenda is more humane
and development-oriented, in making more flexible measures available to reinte-
grate returnees.These IOM reintegration activities with their collaborating NGOs-
structures have developed into a literal industry of a kind in rural areas. In 2020
alone, IOM assisted 9, 995 people with voluntary returns in Mali.58 In the course of
this, the organization was furthermore assigned to start returning transit migrants
from Mali to their countries of origin as well (cf. Alpes, 2020).

In this context, deportations and returns have become an ever more publicly
contested phenomenon in Mali: civil society organizations in particular, which
were established in the context of “assisted involuntary return,” have become louder
in denouncing these newmeasures for all-encompassing return,migratory control,
and development, and have fostered a public debate on the subject. Some of them
have increasingly become involved in implementing safe migration campaigns and
also EU-funded reintegration.Thismultiplicity of actors and interwoven issues has
created new challenges for migrant associations and other organizations around
the EUTF, which legitimizes their presence on the one hand, while influencing
their agenda on the other. On the way, deportations have become a market for
official development assistance, integrating development agencies where “non-de-
portees” act in respect of deportation often disadvantaging “real” deportees. At the
same time, former deportees and potential migrants are made development ac-
tors themselves through EUTF-programs, marking a clear nexus of deportation
and development. Simultaneously, all this has given space to efforts to Africanize
and develop new forms of activism and civil society engagement about migrations,
deaths, and deportations (cf. also Sylla & Schultz, 2020).

The case of Kita, reversed migrations and deteriorated developments

The Kita Cercle in southwestern Mali, where I conducted a substantial part of my
field research “beyond Bamako,” is considered to be an area of international emi-
gration par excellence, (Konaté & Gonin, 2016, p. 25). It is located administratively
and culturally in the region of Kayes, where the nexus between migration and de-
velopment is most pronounced with 70% of its migration being said to leave for
destinations outside of Mali (to Africa, Europe, America, Asia). Bordering Sene-
gal, Mauritania and Guinea Conakry, it has been marked by trade and mobility

58 See online: https://mali.iom.int/en/facts-and-figures, 31 October 2021.
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(Choplin & Lombard, 2014), emigration as well as immigration, especially to min-
ing regions, but also to agricultural and rural sites as well as cities (Dwell, 2013).The
region of Kayes, moreover, is the mainland of the Soninké ethnicity, as explained
above, and builds on histories of mobility and migration. For 50 years, migrant
associations from the region have been involved in development schemes for their
communities of origin, building schools, health centers, and roads (Galatowitsch,
2009; Lima, 2005).

The town of Kita is an urban commune on the Bamako–Kayes (and previously
Dakar) railway. The rural hinterland of Kita always had a cosmopolitan orientation
toward migrants (Koenig, 2005a, p. 80). There are municipalities where emigrants
from abroad developed models of public, political, economic investment as well
as connectivity by positioning themselves as the true agents of development. The
area is mostly inhabited by Malinke, Kakolo, and Fulani. Its economy is based on
the high production and processing of peanuts (with two factories built in 1962 and
1976) and commercial transactions along the railway. Export revenues frompeanuts
fell in Mali, Senegal, and Gambia by between 50% and 80% from 1960 to 1980 (Ba-
diane & Kinteh, 1994, p. 6). Post-colonial international emigration from Kita was
spurred by the “rail crisis” and the closure of the state-owned oil mills between
1986 and 1995 due to a more liberal state economic policy (Lachenmann, 1986). A
transfer to the production of cotton, even though supported by the state, created
a new pioneering migration front towards Senegal and Côte d’Ivoire (Falconnier,
2016; Mamadou, 2015).

Colonization caused the first displacements of the population, while the great
droughts (1972–74, 1984, 2002) fostered the idea among Kita’s population of in-
creasing their agricultural incomes by migrating within the subregion as well as to
Europe (Konate & Gonin, 2016, pp. 104f). As elsewhere in Mali, due to the possibil-
ities of globalization on the one hand and the political unrest in the 1990s in Côte
d’Ivoire on the other, many of Kita’s emigrants moved further north (Libya, Mauri-
tania, Morocco, Spain, and Italy). Between 2004 and 2008, among Kita’s young mi-
grants, Libya outplayed other destinations (Konaté & Gonin, 2016, pp. 117ff; Koenig,
2005a). This coincided with the EU experimenting with its rigorous border man-
agement policies there, as described. Lately it has been shipwrecks that have dom-
inated the debate here, in addition to a new rise in deportations: there are villages
where the majority of their young men died all at once. In 2015, for instance, about
360 of a total of 372 shipwrecked persons originated from the region of Kayes,where
Kita is located.

Individual female migration is less developed in this area, and involves shorter
distances, mostly to urban areas as described above (e.g., Konaté, 2012). This is re-
lated not least to the role of women, who only rarely serve as heads of household
(Koenig, 2005a, pp. 80f; see next subchapter). Marie Rodet (2009), on the other
hand, deduces from archival sources, the often overlooked, but economically im-
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portant role of women actively migrating to neighboring countries in the first half
of the 20th century, but eventually disappearing from statistical sources.

Migration andmobility, furthermore, have contributed to rural social stratifica-
tion (Koenig 2005a, p. 83; cf. Faist et al., 2021; van der Land, 2015). Mobility usually
served those who were already well-off and had substantial transnational networks
(Koenig, 2005a, pp. 95ff). In this sense, remittances can better function as invest-
ments for affluent households than to supply the basic needs of less affluent ones.
In terms of return,migrants frommore affluent families are better able to invest as
they have often obtained better jobs or education (see further Chapter 5). Usually
those with a longer migration history have more powerful transnational social net-
works and can enable more migration as well. Today this is clearly visible in some
areas, particularly in southwestern Mali in the region of Kayes. Sometimes houses
change from one village to the next as a consequence of, and thus “showcasing,”
the impacts of their migratory history and networks, along with their supposed
successes or “failures.”

Today, many migrants and people in Kita are forced into forms of involun-
tary immobility. A “successful” return is no longer guaranteed, as it was before.
Against this background, migration has also become more permanent in terms
of urban–rural mobility, but also intra-regionally and continentally. Schooling and
waged jobs have been concentrated in particular zones, often bigger cities, and have
kept families or individuals staying there (Konaté & Gonin, 2016; Koenig, 2005a).
Although deportations have been known here since the first expulsions of Malian
workers from African states, the great numbers built up from the 2000s until today
are unprecedented, and seem to have substantially reshaped the entire social com-
position, particularly of the rural hinterland of Kita.The Libyan crisis of 2011 had a
notable impact there. The return assistance programs, which were tested in some
villages of Kita by the IOM and the Kita branch of the Association of Repatriates of
Mali between 2006 and 2010, were short-lived (field investigations, January 2016),
although they received a new push through the activities financed by the EUTF and
reintegrating the latest “emergency” and “voluntary humanitarian returns” (Alpes,
2020). At the same time, migrant networks and the roles and functions of emi-
grants in the development of their villages remained steady in these communities
of origin.

Kita research sites
Two villages in Kita Cercle serve as embedding context in the following study.Here,
the situation has changed considerably due to the effects of externalized borders
and increasing deportations. There are at least two generations of deportees in
addition to a considerable number of repatriates and returnees in both villages.
In the larger of the two villages they come mostly from the Côte d’Ivoire, but also
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from several North African countries and even Europe; in the smaller one, they
come mostly from Libya.

The small village has about 500 inhabitants but no separate primary school.
Most houses here are built close together, constructed mainly on a simple, rect-
angular plan and made of mud and straw, which is typical for this region; there
are also concrete houses, which indicate some degree of wealth, mostly from mi-
grants’ investments (see further Chapter 5). The village is densely surrounded by
agricultural fields, where people seasonally grow peanuts, maize, and sorghum,
chiefly, and some are involved in cotton production; there are vast garden spaces
with large fruit and nut trees as well as vegetables growing. The next small village
lies 10 minutes’ walking distance, and the district capital is close by. The village
has a particularly intense and varied history of mobility, predominantly to Libya,
particularly since the 1980s (with some migrants also going on further to Europe).
When the conflict in Libya escalated in 2011, almost the entire youth of the village
and the older males abroad, returned or were repatriated or deported. It became a
real social and public issue here and the presence of former deportees has been an
everyday phenomenon since, as I will elaborate later (see above all Chapter 6).

The larger village is a community center at the same time, housing about 2,000
inhabitants. The houses are scattered over a wide space, the sandy roads that cross
it are broad. It has both a primary and a secondary school, a marketplace, several
little shops, a mosque, and a health center, plus a gardening project for the women
set up by a Spanish NGO. The fields around the village are vast, but often dry and
used for growing peanuts, maize, and sorghum; some are given over to cotton as
well. There are some scattered gardened spaces around. After the rainy season,
the village is greener for a short time. This village has a long tradition of circular
migration to Côte d’Ivoire and, increasingly, to North Africa since the 1990s and to
Europe later on. Several of its inhabitants live in Spain, in Italy, some in Libya.This
is visible also in the improvements made to some houses, which have fancy paint-
ings and wall elements, for instance, and roofs made of corrugated iron sheets.
People who work in the administration, of whom there are several in this village,
usually show some more signs of wealth on their houses (for further information
see Chapter 5). Other houses are built of mud and straw. According to the commu-
nity’s administrative assistant, the number of migrants has tripled within the last
20 years, from 1–2% to 5% today.59This is more than half of the young (male) popu-
lation that is able tomigrate. It may be related to the size of the village as well as the
large spaces it provides, that the villagers do not talk as publicly about migration
and deportations they would in the small village. I will provide further detail about
these interrelations as well as expanding on the specific socio-economic contexts

59 Conversation with community representative, 1-25-2016.



70 “Failed” Migratory Adventures?

that embed these situations and post-deportation cases throughout the following
chapters.

Bamako – hub of migration, return, and transit

The capital Bamako, where I stayed for a long time duringmy field research and ac-
companied many deportees, counts about 2.7 million inhabitants today and is one
of the fastest growing cities in the world (in 1950, it had a population of 89,000).60

This increase is due to rapid population growth and, above all, to rising rural-to-
urban internal migration over the last few decades. However, the majority of the
Malian population still continues to live in rural areas (about 56%).61 At the same
time, urbanization is not a recent phenomenon in this region, as some of the oldest
African cities flourished here from the 9th century CE (cf. Meillassoux, 1968).62 Ba-
mako has been known since ancient times as a thriving market on the trade route
between the Sahara desert in the north and the rainforests in the south.63This has
created a place characterized by a wide variety of often controversial influences,
cultural heterogeneity, and diversity (Steuer, 2013).

The French colonizers introduced a system of wage earning and taxation which
centralized the monetized economy in Bamako. By 1987 80% of industrial and com-
mercial enterprises were located in the capital, 75% of the institutions of secondary
and higher education and 55% of the salaried workers (Gaudio, 1988, p. 178).64 Fol-
lowing the severe droughts of the 1970s, people fled for the first time in large num-
bers to the capital. This rural exodus constituted a new wave of immigration in
Bamako. The population almost doubled in the six years between 1968 and 1974
from 182,000 to 317,000 (cf. Van Westen, 1995, p. 88).

In the course of the Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) from 1981, many
people lost their jobs in the capital, above all in the public sector; salaries were

60 See online: https://worldpopulationreview.com/world-cities/bamako-population, accessed 31
October 2021.

61 See online: https://www.macrotrends.net/countries/MLI/mali/rural-population, accessed 31
October 2021.

62 Such as Kumbi Saleh, the capital of the Ghana Empire, or later Niani, the center of the old
Mali empire (Steuer, 2013, p. 77)

63 After the salt caravans at the end of the 18th century, the French colonizers, who occupied
Bamako in 1883, built the railway line to Dakar ten years later and expanded shipping on the
Niger. The city then became a hub for trade not only from north to south, but also from west
to east.

64 Particularly since the 1980s decentralization programs have been implemented, however,
creating legal and administrative difficulties between central and local governments as well
as community institutions, e.g., over natural resources and land tenure (see Idelman, 2009;
Benjamin, 2008).
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frozen and public spending cut to reduce the government deficit. Since then, the
majority have been employed in the informal sector. After some economic recovery
during the transition to democracy, in 1994 the introduction of the FCFA (Franc
de la Coopération Financière en Afrique)65 caused the Malian currency to lose 50% of
its value (as decided by France for the entire currency zone). Since then, a sense
of economic crisis and deterioration has gripped large parts of the Malian urban
population (cf. Schulz, 2012, pp. 47ff; see Chapter 5 in particular). Since Bamako
was no longer so attractive for incoming migrants, people left for the sub-region
and increasingly for Europe, facilitated by the beginnings of globalization.

Since the 1970s and increasingly in the 1980s, rural–urban and also female mi-
gration has been directed to Bamako (Brand, 2001, pp. 40ff). The latter, unlike
male migration, was oriented toward earning enough to pay for a trousseau (Her-
trich & Lesclingand, 2017, pp. 63f) though girls’ incomes may have contributed to
the household, too. Bamako’s neighborhoods still represent patterns of urban–ru-
ral mobility and migration, grouping people from certain villages together.66 Re-
turnees also assemble in particular areas. The city mirrors parts of the country’s
and region’s migratory histories.

Migration and mobility largely continue to characterize the city today. People
keep moving between the urban and the rural, and a strong connection to one’s
village of origin forms people’s lifeworld and contributes to a pronounced sense
of flexibility (typical of many other post-colonial cities as well; cf. Steuer, 2013, pp.
77f). Furthermore, Bamako is a major immigration hub for migrants from other
West and Central African countries, having served for a long time as a transit place
for those coming from the villages and moving on towards the north and also to
other West and Central African countries (e.g., Dünnwald, 2012, 2011). This, not
least, was the reason why the EU selected Mali as the first country to set up the
CIGEM. As mentioned above (and further explained below), Bamako is a transit
hub for returnees too – Malians who do not want to return to their villages, as
well as returnees from West and Central African countries. During the Malian cri-
sis, the number of transit migrants stuck in Bamako doubled temporarily (inter-
view, ARACEM, 10-16-2014). Also, those whowere internally displaced largely found
refuge with their families or in municipal housing in Bamako.The city is an entire
microcosm of migration, immobility, and deportations in particular. As I followed
returnees, I did my research in several districts of Bamako in places frequented
by deportees and the people socially close to them, as to be detailed in the next
chapter.

65 The common currency of several ECOWAS members, which is linked to the French national
bank (Banque de France).

66 For more detail see above all the works of Meillassoux.
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Concluding remarks

This chapter has provided a contextual sketch of the Malian setting as a particular
example of the conditions and experiences of migration, mobility, and deporta-
tions and their social, economic, and political impacts. Moreover, Mali represents
a remarkable case of reactions to forced returns throughout the last decades, start-
ing with the independence and formation of the Malian state and the first African
deportations. It has been shown that EU externalizationmeasures add to European
deportations and build on the established deportation national practices of African
states. Even if lately the situation has become more securitized and complicated,
the Malian state follows an ambivalent policy towards European and international
actors. At the same time, it has developed very specific regimes and institutions for
the return and reintegration of returnees. Civil society actors have been pioneering
this arena. The migrant associations, set up both abroad and, in particular, by dif-
ferent returnees and deportees in Bamako and in Kita, in the region of Kayes, can
be seen as outposts of externalization and protest against deportations and forced
return today. Individual deportees and their social surroundings are thrown into
this setting, highly charged by the legacy of migration. It is in this ambivalent set-
ting that the analysis that follows develops. In the next chapter, I will sketch out
the methodological approach it takes.



 
 
 





Chapter 3
Methodology in context

This chapter will give an overview of themethodological steps I took to operational-
ize my research question. At its center is an account of how I constituted my field
– “a crucial step in an empirical study” (Gupta & Ferguson, 1997), given that field
work is at the heart of anthropology. First I had to define and limit my group of
respondents in a context where refoulés, as introduced in Chapter 1, seemed to be
“everywhere,” as a consequence of the extensive, diverse, and long-lasting effects
and experiences of deportations in Mali.

As a first step, therefore, I will describe how I gained access to the field, which
constituted a distinct dialogical and rhetorical process (Lassiter, 2005, p. 15), in
chronological order; as a second, I will outline the collection of data and the spe-
cific limitations to which this was subject, briefly sketching the places and cases
that I researched during two field trips to Mali between 2014 and 2016 that lasted
a total of eight months.1 In addition, I will reveal the methods I used and the an-
alytical steps I implemented to generate my results. This will involve showing how
specific questions and main themes emerged. I chose to follow the general lines
of grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), which allowed me to openly generate
knowledge from the ground. This I combined with an ethnography of conditions
post deportation in Mali, including elements of participatory and action research.
Ethnography, as an “undisciplined” approach (Breidenstein et al., 2013), gave me
the freedomnecessary to explore and develop deportees’ narratives and (life) stories
and to observe the practices that constituted their social worlds (cf. Lachenmann,
2010).

In all this, reflecting my own and others’ positionality was vital, as “researchers
and their subjects influence each other” (Strecker & La Tosky, 2013, p. 17) in such
a way that there is no “beyond positionality.” A certain immersion in people’s life-
worlds turned out to be key for this research: I temporarily lived with deportees

1 Given this time frame, it is again necessary to highlight that the field and data presented date
frombefore the last “wave” of humanitarian returns and refoulements from Libya, Algeria, and
Morocco described in the previous chapter.



76 “Failed” Migratory Adventures?

and their families and accompanied them during their daily lives. This went along
with very specific power discrepancies, sometimes impossible to eliminate, which
influenced how I did my research, which events, places, and cases I selected, how
I did my analysis, and not least what I did not do. Critical reflection on how my
positionality impacted my findings will thus figure prominently throughout this
methodology chapter. I will conclude with the question of how conditions after de-
portation in a given time and place should be studied and describe the specific kind
of ethnography that developed in the course of this research. In the end, however,
this is an ethnography of a young white woman in southern Mali.

In the field: associations, activists, and deportations “everywhere”

This first phase of my field work, which took place between October and December
2014 mainly in Bamako, constituted an early stage in my project to research depor-
tees’ narratives, lifeworlds, and practices in Mali. It was supposed to provide me
with an overview of the relevant actors and topics, to establish a contact network,
and to start me off on data collection – mainly with deported migrant actors, but
also with relevant institutions and NGOs. My aim was to enter the field by way of
the AME and the ARACEM (Association des Refoulés d’Afrique Central au Mali), a self-
organized group of Central African deportees, mostly from Cameroon. I set up my
base in a transnational research center, where I could meet and talk with a num-
ber of Malian doctoral students. From there, still at some distance from the field,
I started to reach out.

My primary aim was to conduct a multi-sited study,2 my intention being to
explore and capture the (social) field of post deportation in Mali in its varieties and
forms in different localities. However, the protracted crisis in Mali and the issue
of security impeded field work in northern areas, where deportees were reported
to have been pushed back over borders or were stuck in transit (e.g., cf. Lecadet,
2013; Trauner & Deimel, 2013), thus fundamentally reshaping my field and my own
capacity for mobility: the GermanMinistry of Foreign Affairs warned against “non-

2 The “multi-sited” approach emerged in the 1990s as a new way of doing ethnography. “This
strategically situated ethnography [...] attempts to understand something broadly about the
system in ethnographic terms asmuch as it does its local subjects: It is only local circumstan-
tially, thus situating itself in a context or field quite differently than does other single-site
ethnography” (Marcus, 1995, pp. 110f). Ghassan Hage, on the other hand, demonstrated the
exhaustion that can result from multi-sited research. For him, following the global transna-
tional Lebanese community all around the world was simply physically unbearable (Hage,
2005, p. 466f).
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urgent travel,”3 including to Bamako, specifically prohibiting access to certain ar-
eas. Eventually, I conducted an ethnography that included several localities in rural
as well as urbanMali (see the map below). In so doing, I first wanted to find out the
potential differences between places in the rural hinterland and the city; and, sec-
ond, to center on individuals’ stories and their specific social embedding. As I have
said, rural places of return in particular had barely been researched so far. In the
end, what I wanted to do was to grasp the phenomenon through a heuristic case-
by-case approach. This kind of development of my field created what Ruben An-
dersson (2014) would call an “extended field site” of situations post deportation in
Mali, produced by transnational and global political interventions and constituted
through the activities of associations and NGOs and, above all, by the presence, ac-
tions, mobility, and immobility of former deportees, (re-)emigrants and their close
social contacts. The “Extended Case Method” of the Manchester School (cf. Gluck-
man, 1963) that this approach builds on thus allowed groups that previously had
been considered separate to be brought together in an analytical conversation that
reached well beyond the confines of the geographically bounded villages, which
were the main object of anthropology back then.4 Meanwhile, the security aspect
kept impacting my field work.5

I first set foot in the post-deportation world through the AME’s office, after
sending emails from Germany (which remained unanswered) and eventually talk-
ing with their spokesperson on the phone a couple of days after my arrival. Ev-
erybody was preparing to travel to the African social forum in Dakar the next day.
The small rooms were crowded and packed with pictures and posters for interna-
tional and local events, the “théâtre des expulsés” (Canut & Sow, 2014; Lecadet, 2011),
the Bamako–Dakar caravan taking people to the world social forum, and visits to
France and Germany, as well as pictures of funding partners and other researchers.
Toumani, the person responsible for receiving and assisting deportees, welcomed
me cordially. I was soon taken to the Association’s meeting room and introduced

3 Travel to the North would have been possible in UN company only, constraining an open
ethnographic approach (that did not have the UN mission itself as its subject). Another trip
to the Mauritanian border never became a reality either, as it as was simply too dangerous
for me, as a white person, to be exposed to the traffic of every imaginable kind passing along
this swath of land.

4 Ruben Andersson builds, among others, on the “extended case method” in defining his re-
search into the European border industry (2014, pp. 283ff). In its original sense, the method
was all about selecting a single conflictive event in a small social environment to observe
over a long period of time.

5 With the attack on the Radisson hotel in Bamako in November 2015 in reaction to the Paris
bombings, white people became an obvious target, which was also reflected in the anxieties
ofmyMalian companions onmy behalf. See online: https://www.theguardian.com/world/201
5/nov/20/mali-attack-highlights-global-spread-extremist-violence, accessed 31 October 2021.
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like one of their usual stagiaires (interns); a balcony led out onto an animated street
in the neighborhood.The organization had a vast number of shelves full of deportee
dossiers. My recording device was running almost constantly; I sat and listened,
asked questions, and took notes. The former deportees had become “professional”
in various senses (cf. Andersson, 2014, p. 258), and routinized in receiving interna-
tional guests.The spokesperson even claimed to knowme.This built some common
ground: I was instantly involved in the organization’s wide network.

Toumani soon agreed to provide me with the contact details of individual de-
portees. “Yes, yes, yes, of course! There are always people like that here.” And, in-
deed, after a very short time a young man, Lamine, was standing in the doorway,
timid, but friendly. Deported from France two days before, he had been referred to
the organization at the airport needing support with his “false” laisser-passer. It was
his second visit to the NGO. He appeared disturbed and confused. We were intro-
duced and were able to sit next door and talk. He wanted to go back “right away!”
While we were still in conversation, another young man entered the organization’s
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office space. A staff member had called him in to have a chat withme.Thisman had
been deported from Spain and Libya previously, and from a multiplicity of other
places at other times, as I shortly learned. Now, he had been back for two years. In
no time I found myself in the middle of my research topic; it was going almost too
fast for me to follow. There was a “restless” pulse, I could sense, accompanied and
contrasted by a kind of stasis. It would become constitutive of my field work.

Similar things had been reported by studies on migrants in transit (for more
on this subject, see Chapter 4).When two days later the organization presented me
with a “selection of representative deportees” – people with characteristic as well
as salient trajectories, as they described them – as potential interviewees, I became
hesitant. I was not after a ready-made post deportation reality or the image that
the NGO wanted to present of itself; nor did I want to replicate what others had
been doing. I had used the same entry points as others, but apparently, I had to go
beyond the organization’s realms in order to gain a less filtered view.

ARACEM, mentioned above, was my second point of entry to the field in Ba-
mako. Unlike the AME, their working world was quiet; the spacious patio of the
organization’s building was almost empty. A broken, upside down chair in the
corner, and a set of slightly faded housing regulations marked the change from
busier times in the past, a reminiscence of former deportees from the days when
the routes to the north were open.6 One of the ARACEM’s Cameroonian cowork-
ers, Dave, a recent deportee from Morocco, was an excellent guide to the world
of Cameroonian transit migrants and those dumped back in Mali from the routes
to Algeria, Morocco, or Libya. Many of them lived in an empty garage, which they
called their “ghetto,” located in a run-down market “Halle de Bamako,” just next to
the ARACEM office and the central bus station “Auto Gare de Sogoniko” (with buses
to and from the north – cf. also Lecadet, 2013): most of them were somehow try-
ing to eke out a living through little daily jobs. They were strangers, much more so
than Malian dportees (see also Chapter 4), who needed to survive and were trying
to continue on their way north as soon as possible. Entering their transit space in
Bamako allowed me to better shape the field by delimiting the lifeworlds of the
Malian deportees from theirs. From this base, still in October 2014, I started my
data collection process.

Shifting positionalities in action research among associations and activists

The participatory research I started from within the organizations, contained el-
ements of action research. All of the organizations’ staff had previously been de-

6 Rooms were located around the patio: one dormitory for men, one for women. The other en-
trance led to the office spaces of the association, consisting of two rooms and a small bath-
room.
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ported and were now engaged in caring for others arriving in a similarly miserable
situation, providing orientation and support and engaging with them politically as
well. As far as I was concerned, getting involved with the organizations implied ac-
knowledging, and up to a certain point going along with, their reality as the “what
was there” in terms of representing and shaping conditions post deportation in
Mali.7 At the same time, it meant being a researcher, activist, and “stagière” – being
able in the latter capacity to pass my time on the organizations’ premises and take
notes, but also to report on my activities, when I was out in the field, and, above
all, to conduct interviews with state and international officials.

My supposed belonging to several associations was a sensitive issue. On the
one hand, taking different positionalities and building relations with a variety of
actors and organizations meant gaining different access to and different perspec-
tives on my subject matter; on the other, it required juggling my loyalties. Collabo-
rating with a white European researcher implied potential benefits and advantages
– in the civil society sector funds and donor relations provided legitimacy and en-
abled survival at the same time (cf. Sylla & Schultz, 2020).8 Critically, the AME and
ARACEM were partially funded by the same donor. After causing some irritation
to the organizations by belonging to both, I increasingly came to exchange infor-
mation between them or pass on greetings from the one to the other. Throughout
my entire fieldwork I reported on my activities when I entered their premises.This
was, not least, about building trust relations. While the AME was nationally and
transnationally quite well established (cf. Lecadet, 2011), it remained a small asso-
ciation with a handful of staff and a three-room office.9 Since then, the situation
has changed substantially in the aftermath of the “refugee crisis,” creating another
form of competition and reshaping these organizations as described in the previ-
ous chapter.10

More than that, I participated in organizing events in a network among vari-
ous African,mainlyMalian, and European activists.There were significant overlaps
and interrelations among the self-organized groups, which aroused internal con-
flict and competition, accompanied by gossip and mistrust – it seemed a bit of

7 For a recent discussion of using a “returnee identity” for political recognition in Benin City,
Nigeria, see Shaidrova (forthcoming).

8 Lack of funds and an often existential dependency on donors from the global North have
created uneven relationships and major dilemmas that have been thoroughly discussed as
the pitfalls and downsides of development aid (see, e.g., Macamo & Neubert, 2012).

9 In 2016 the organizations were in a phase of strategic reorientation. Central points were:
“want[ing] to be ourselves…,” but nevertheless following a “strategy ofmoving together” (field
notes, 03-1-2016).

10 ARACEMhas becomemuchmore involved in humanizing the external borders of the EU since
the “refugee crisis,” being confronted with a massive new increase in deportations, above all
in the form of transit and humanitarian returns.
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a snake pit sometimes. In particular, the craving for funds and for relations with
promising prospects created serious ruptures and embezzlement on a large scale.
Outrageous rumors were circulated, and nasty speculations aired in order to be-
little other parties or to create new or reinforce old loyalties. I tried to stay out of
these conflicts and later withdrew frommy activist engagements, as things became
complicated. Moreover, my focus was on the refoulés themselves.

It was essential to differentiate between the points of view of activists and orga-
nizations and my own. Susann Huschke’s term, “activist’s blinders” (2015, pp. 61f)
fits this well: it points to a certain unavoidability, or at least the danger, of seeing
things from an activist perspective when intensely engaging in such circles. At the
same time, this kind of immersion – one could describe it as “going native” up to a
point – is part of a “usual” ethnographic approach of “cultural inclination, adapta-
tion, transformation” as well (cf. Lachenmann, 2010, p. 10, transl. S.U.S.), and has to
be constantly counterbalanced by a sufficient degree of alienation. More than that,
actively engaging in one’s field and doing ethnography for purposes beyond those
of publishing has become self-evidently part of activist or action research (e.g.,
Reason & Bradbury-Huang, 2012). In meetings with (Malian) administrative bod-
ies, for instance, remarkable scenes occurred as well. Different groups of people,
either directly or in more subtle ways, expressed their need for and expectations of
additional funds and projects from Germany or contacts with people there. In the
end, all of us – the organizations, the stagiaires, the researchers, the deportees, the
politicians, the journalists, and the activists – formed part of the absurd “bordering
Europe” industry that Ruben Andersson (2014) aptly describes, and of the deporta-
tions industry in particular. Nevertheless, we took different roles and perspectives,
which I had to differentiate and thoroughly reflect in order to document and later
analyze my data in as balanced a way as possible. Thus, my involvement required
caution in specific areas, which led to a quasi-never-ending negotiation that at the
same time defined my field (cf. also Breidenstein et al., 2013).

Accessing and researching with former deportees

To encounter deportees’ lifeworlds in amore unfiltered way and to understand how
they coped with and were impacted by having been forcefully returned, I had to
takemore independent steps. Increasingly, I kept looking – sometimes proactively,
sometimes passively – for relevant contacts and “potential deportees,” broadly fol-
lowing the idea of a snowball system (Atkinson & Flint, 2001). In Mali (post-)de-
portations seemed to be everywhere, pace Collyer (2018, p. 111), who states that re-
search on deportations faces major issues as returnees are hard to identify among
the larger population. Beyond the organizations and arranged meetings with in-
stitutional contacts and others, my entry points were random conversations with



82 “Failed” Migratory Adventures?

other researchers, friends of friends, the security guard and the shop owner next
door, taxi drivers, and more and more with people in the streets.

Brahima, for instance, one of the main respondents of this study, I met acci-
dentally at Bamako’s GrandMarché in 2014 when buying credit for mymobile phone
at a tiny, lopsided stand. The vendor, responding to a request from me about my
research, spoke up loudly enough to drown out the high-volume activity of a busy
road crammed with cars and people: “Ah, we have a Spaniard here! – Brahima!!”
A somewhat shy, but friendly-looking young man appeared. Quickly, Brahima and
I made contact, exchanged a few words, and I came back for an in-depth inter-
view a couple of days later. Several visits and conversations followed over the next
one and a half years and after that occasionally via telephone. Others showed me
their passports on similar occasions; some told me about their brothers, friends,
or acquaintances who had been deported or had potentially left again: “I have been
deported too! I’ve been in Spain/France/Morocco …” was frequently the starting
point for such random encounters.

Most of them were doing little jobs in the market or at the side of a street, like
selling mattresses, dates, or telephone cards – getting by as best they could. Some
had returned a long time ago and were now doing better – or doing even worse;
others had returned recently. The latter seemed as if they were in an immense
tension between restless “hyper mobility and waiting” (Streiff-Fénart & Poutignat,
2006, p. 137; transl. S.U.S.). Some expressed a craving to leave again, come hell
or high water, and accompanied this with a gesture of pointing to their forehead
– “you know I have something in my head, I have to go on” was an emblematic
expression that I will further develop in the next chapter.

Following returnees, I did my “urban” research in several districts of Bamako
frequented by deportees and the people socially close to them.Besides the premises
of institutions, these were the offices of the self-organized groups of former de-
portees, the “Halle de Bamako” market, the GrandMarché in the city center, the youth
center (Maison des Jeunes), a number of returnees’ workplaces, restaurants and cafés,
as well as the private houses of deportees’ families, often their uncles or cousins as
their parents were still in the village.

The following box provides a summary of the characteristics of my interviewees
and a first overview of their backgrounds and the main patterns of their lives. (Dif-
ferences between the urban and the rural contexts will be further detailed through-
out the book.)

The large majority of interviewees were male. Their ages ranged between 20 and
about 50. In Bamako themajority of themwere aged between 25 and 40, though in
some villages there were also quite a number of older deportees in their fifties.
Those I interviewed inBamakohadmostlybeendeported fromEuropeancountries,
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but some fromMorocco and Libya aswell. All of themoriginally came from rural ar-
eas, fromNorth, South, ormostly SouthwestMali.
Those Imet in rural villages (seebelow)hadmostlybeendeported fromLibya,Mau-
ritania, Morocco, or Algeria, but some from European countries too. (Furthermore,
there were deportees from Gabon, Guinea Conakry, the Central African Republic,
the Congos, etc., whom I engagedwith as additional respondentsmostly.)
The level of education of the people I spoke with varied from illiterate to holding
a high school diploma, with a tendency toward the lower levels of education. Par-
ticularly among those who had returned to village sites, the level of education was
relatively low. Most respondents were, or felt, constrained in their capacity for mo-
bility. Differences considered significant related to migratory and deportation ex-
periences, whether one had earned money or not, and most notably to one’s age
and generation. Still, all of them considered themselves to be refoulés, even if they
had experienced different journeys and deportations or repatriations (by land, sea,
air, or even via humanitarian evacuation fromLibya 2011–2014, as covered in the in-
troductory chapter).
Those living in the village were mainly married – most, though by no means all,
since their (last) deportation. Among those living in the city, there wasmore diver-
sity in terms of family status as well: someweremarried, but the wife usually lived
in their father in law’s village; others were not (yet)married.

Certainly, there were considerable structural inequalities and asymmetries, since I
came from a very different position, being white, young, highly educated and thus
supposedly privileged,mobile, European and a woman. Susan Coutin speaks of “ir-
reconcilable incompatibilities” in studying deportations from a “white” researcher’s
point of view.11 Even if I principally agree with that, being a young white woman at
the same time spurred me on to discover former deportees and relevant contacts.
More than that, I met a lot of openness. It seemed that encounters between depor-
tees and myself provided them with a certain relief. Contrary to what one might
assume, people often had difficulty in speaking about a traumatic or shameful past.
While some reported their nagging memories very frankly to me, they also indi-
cated their social alienation and estrangement through comments such as: “I’ve not
forgotten. Often, thinking about it makes me want to stay by myself. I stay away
from the others.” Accounts might remain indirect; things were kept silent about,
or took longer to come out, in order to retain face and some respect.12

11 Ines Hasselberg even warns of a “pornography of suffering” (2018, p. 32) in researching ex-
cluded, abject, traumatized subjects, which is what deportees may be.

12 I will discuss the role of silence after deportations in Chapter 5.
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In other cases, ironical or bitter laughter about arbitrary deportation practices,
for example, that randomly distribute deportees throughout West Africa, could al-
leviate stress by incorporating deportation experiences into everyday life. Some
shouted their anger and frustration about experiences of exclusion and administra-
tive abuse, embodying a feeling of unjust treatment and betrayal. Others presented
themselves as isolated or victimized but saved their most vehement objections for
experiences of criminalization. For me, it was sometimes difficult to stay calm and
“endure” in such conversations, to accept people’s lamenting and suffering without
interfering and reminding them of the structural effects of their situation. Such
interventions could, however, clearly influence the course of our conversation and
my findings. At the same time, our conversational interactions need to be seen
in terms of the narrative styles and self-construction of the deportees, without
discrediting the suffering they experienced (see Chapter 4). There were moments
when I wondered if people made up their stories. How could deportations be liter-
ally “everywhere”? People repeatedly telling me that they would prefer to travel and
live in Germany were an obvious indicator of discursive, somehow opportunistic
adaptations of content and narrative strategy.

The openness and the reserve equally possible in research encounters need to
be seen in relation to the “common ground” (cf. Drotbohm, 2012) that emerges be-
tween the researcher and deportee through a connecting international experience:
my interlocutors “had been there” or at least had been “on the way,” while I came
“from there” and was with them “here” now. My co-researcher Birama Bagayogo
(2019)13 reasoned that, as I was an outsider, there was nothing to hide. Engaging
with a European woman and a Malian man from the capital – as was the case in
our collaborative research – seemed to diminish an often-widespread competition
between people. There was less danger of the gossiping and mistrust which of-
ten occurs in narrow social spaces like village sites, or in city neighborhoods, or
among self-organized groups and activists of the kind described above. Moreover,
this feeds into what has been discussed as the positive effect of being a researcher
from outside the field (Diawara, 1985), and the researcher’s (the anthropologist’s)
position as a “stranger,” uninhibited by social convention and commitment (Sim-
mel, [1908] 1958); cf. Jónsson, 2007, p. 16). It might, moreover, lend weight to the
observation that former deportees want to share their stories (Lecadet, 2011, p.
17ff).

Despite being a woman, I rarely met female deportees – only in rare cases
through the organizations. I was also told about some. Most deportee women had
been returned together with their husbands, particularly from Libya. In addition

13 BiramaBagayogowas a 33-year-oldMalian anthropologist, withwhom I collaborated starting
in summer 2015, and who assisted me on numerous occasions during my second field phase,
October 2015 until March 2016. I will detail this collaboration in the next section.
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to the fact that there is less (independent) international female migration, women
seem to be deported less often than men and female deportees are less publicly
visible.That may relate to the fact that female migration has long been viewed am-
biguously. Women’s international migration in particular may still be suspected of
having a possible connection to sex work or the development of new sexual atti-
tudes, both of which are easily stigmatized (Lesclingand & Hertrich, 2017, p. 66).

I will briefly describe one incident, as it demonstrates how positionality imbal-
ances can intersect in research with deportees, influencing people’s lifeworlds to
some degree and research findings most of all. A former deportee from Belgium,
whom I had known from the beginning of my field work, became firmly convinced
that he and I were going to marry. We paid a visit to his village in the region of
Kayes after spending some time making plans to do so. The respondent wanted to
show me the place, and I was curious and grateful for this research opportunity to
accompany somebody “back to the village.”We went there together taking Birama’s
cousin with us for co-research. During our stay I had mixed feelings, which turned
out to be well-founded: back in Bamako, the respondent confronted me with his
ideas about getting married. It turned out that during our visit that he had told
the entire family about his/our marriage, even about plans to migrate to Germany.

Obviously, the respondent and I had been in frequent contact in the course of
my ethnographic research; I was interested in him and cared about him – but as
a researcher, not as a woman. With the help of Birama’s cousin, I tried painfully
to clear up this enormous misunderstanding between the respondent and myself.
His family was deeply disappointed and his aunt in Bamako demanded extra clar-
ification. She was irritated about this “unexpected development.” It seemed that
our encounter had converted a long-cherished desire to leave into a supposedly
attainable reality for them, making all of them fall for the idea. The respondent
was deeply sorry when he realized his mistake. At the same time, this incident
can be read as another arbitrary outcome of the political and moral economy of
conditions post deportation, another result of the global social inequalities and in-
justices manifested in the deportation regime (cf. Khosravi, 2018, p. 6). It proved
the existence of asymmetries in our research situation and, importantly, of dif-
fering gender conceptions as well. The respondent’s aspiration to leave again was
revived and he continued to talk about leaving again, but now he was focusing on
other means.

Extending the site to the village. Researching post deportation
in the rural hinterland

The major aim of my second stay in the field, from October 2015 to March 2016,
was to continue following the cases and people I had met in 2014. I planned to
concentrate on the themes developed from the data I had acquired so far (see fur-
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ther analysis, pp. 91ff). More than that, though, I saw it as of central importance to
explore rural Mali further, the places of origin of the deportees and the places to
which they would potentially return after their forced removal, thus substantially
extending my field beyond Bamako and deepening it.14 It was also an opportunity
to shed light on the little researched post-deportation context in rural areas. I con-
tinued to be fascinated by the tension between stasis and the urge to leave again, as
well as by the “issue in the head” that it embodied, which seemed to originate from
and be condensed in the designation “migratory adventurer” and, most notably,
“failed migratory adventurer.” However, the intention to focus on deportees “on
the move,” those who had recently returned and were about to leave again, altered
substantially as I continued my research. Increasingly, I realized that conditions
post deportation were often characterized by physical immobilization and imag-
ined mobility, or rather by some kind of a continuum between different forms of
internal and external mobility and immobility, not, as had often been suggested, by
the predominance of a desire for re-emigration (cf. e.g., Schuster & Madji, 2013).
Even if all the respondents, Malian former deportees as well as the Cameroonians
stuck in “the Ghetto,” had previously announced that they were leaving again, all
of them were still there one year later.15 They engaged where they were, bit by bit,
continuing their lives and doing their best to support their families or get along by
themselves.16 This impression of immobility and permanence (cf. Gaibazzi, 2015a)
became even more remarkable when I extended my stays in the rural areas of Kita
and Yanfolila, where many young men seemed to stay on and live after their last
deportation, sometimes after several deportations.

During ten months of absence from the field, a lot seemed to have changed.
Migratory routes to the north had been opened up again and so the associations
became more active in their daily assistance work. The period from 2015 on, fur-
thermore, was the time of the large-scale shipwrecks. Among the 800 people ship-

14 As described in the last chapter, Mali remains very much centralized in and around Bamako,
notwithstanding the fact that it contains a number ofmedium-sized cities (of about 100,000
to 225,000 (Sikasso) inhabitants), these being, in most cases, the capitals of the different
administrative areas. For that reason, I speak about rural Mali and beyond Bamako, even
though some of my research was also conducted in the cities of Kita, Kayes and Yanfolila,
for instance. The great majority of my field research outside Bamako took place in the rural
hinterland.

15 A youngman I hadmet earlier shortly after his deportation from France was an exception, as
were three young Cameroonians encountered in the “Halle de Bamako.” All of them, however,
had already moved on while I was still in Bamako in 2014 – either to gold mining sites to
the southwest or northward, with a first stop in Algeria. The young man from France had
suddenly gone off the radar (see further Chapter 4). In fact, being “highly mobile” they had
re-emigrated.

16 Since 2016 two more of my main respondents in Bamako have left – one went to the gold
mining sites in southwest Mali; the other one returned to France.
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wrecked in April 2015, a catastrophe that sparked off the European “refugee crisis,”
as described above, were almost 200 Malians (Sylla & Schultz, 2020). This brought
a new dimension to the migratory phenomenon in the country. In some villages
vast groups of youngsters were leaving: “there are so many young people who are
leaving currently” one former deportee told me, though he himself remained in
Bamako, facilitating the migratory activities of the young of his community. Curi-
ously, the German chancellor Angela Merkel became a repeated theme in my daily
conversations as everybody wanted to know more about how she had contributed
to a “summer of migration” (Schwiertz & Ratfisch, 2016).

I quickly put the plan to extend the site and become multi-local into practice.
It was all about exploring refoulé hotspots in the rural hinterland, in other words,
places that many deportees had returned to. Moreover, I wanted to accompany
those I had met in Bamako back to their families’ village sites. Meticulously, we
negotiated with the representatives or associated partners of the self-organized
deportee groups in the different localities. The AME had only recently appointed
an associated representative in Kita, some 190 km west of Bamako, as the organi-
zation had become more aware of the large presence of deportees and repatriates
in this area, many having come from Libya, and of their significance for the politi-
cal dimension of post-deportation experiences in Mali as well. Boubakar had been
an active migrant and retail dealer in the sub-region and also been deported from
Libya about 15 years ago.

A first exploration with a coworker of the AME from Bamako to Kita built the
base where I met (disappeared) migrants’ parents, returnees, and local government
and association representatives: an intense debate around a large table in the city
hall revealed the obviously burning issues relating to migration and its current
corollary effects. Several villages had been devastatingly affected by the shipwrecks,
with sometimes 10–15 or more young men dying at the same time. This had led to
bewilderment and despair in the face of an unprecedented situation; moreover,
new voices repeating “the youth need to stay” were making themselves heard (as
touched on in the introductory chapter and to be further explored in Chapter 6).

In addition, there was already a large presence, many hundreds in total, of
deportees and repatriates in the surrounding villages, though a new “wave” of de-
portees and repatriates from Libya and Algeria would increase the numbers again
in 2017, reshaping rural landscapes through the presence of returnees and their
organizations and the setting-up of reintegration projects in the context of the
EU-IOM-Joint-Initiative (see Chapter 2). Boubakar, the new AME representative in
Kita, had not only announced our arrival on the radio,17 but had also paid personal
visits to a number of villages informing them of my envisaged fieldwork. He was

17 It is a common practice to announce different kinds of activities, news and occurrences on
the radio as radio is the most widespread and established medium in Mali.
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well-known and respected in the city and many surrounding communities. He was
engaged in a variety of development andmigration projects, but notoriously lacked
money: donors had often promised to pay but their promises had rarely been kept.

It took some explanation of what I was after in my research (ethnographic ba-
sics such as staying in relevant places, speaking with relevant people, living with
a deportee’s family, etc.). The major criteria we agreed upon eventually were: the
presence and number of deportees in a certain village; deportees who for the most
part had been on their way to Europe or North Africa; and places that were ac-
cessible. The selection of extended field sites necessarily depended on Boubakar’s
personal contacts and relations. Eventually, I made repeated prolonged stays in two
villages in particular. Intense negotiations continued about being part of this field.

In these “selected” villages, we each stayed with a family of former deportees.
Each beginning wasmeaningful in itself. It was clear that we had to follow the “offi-
cial” and hierarchical procedure for paying visits in this region: through the mayor,
if hewas based in this specific locality, the chief of the village, and the local notables.
Extended introductory meetings, presentations of one’s role and research interest
as well as exchanges of gifts were essential steps in any first encounter in order to
build a dignified foundation and the trust required to enable collaboration. It was
indispensable, therefore, that I came with some more or less local counterparts,
Boubakar and Birama Bagayogo in this case. Often we would sit together with a
group of former deportees and drink tea in the village center or on the patio of a
former deportee’s house. It was mostly deportees themselves or other key people
in the villages who brought together former migrants, deportees, and repatriates
by spreading the word that a German researcher was there and wanted to speak
with them. This seemed to be a great attraction and maybe a welcome diversion
particularly in moments of boredom during the dry season. At the same time, my
presence seemed to spark amultiplicity of experiences, expectations, and hopes, or
maybe mere curiosity. Certainly, a certain degree of self-selection among respon-
dents needs to be taken into account as well. Overall, however, the high number of
people attending underlined the omnipresence of deportees and repatriates.

In one small village near Kita, which eventually became one of my major re-
search sites (as contextualized in the previous chapter), it was young men, former
deportees themselves, who contacted Boubakar following the first radio announce-
ment.They paid him a visit aiming to get organized to raise funds for little projects
for the refoulés in their village and to speak up for them. One of them, who had
been sent back on a vessel from the Mediterranean close to the Libyan coast sev-
eral years before, knew Boubakar from a joint project. When I returned to the area
for a longer stay some weeks later, I met these committed young men and became
installed in their village. It was during longer stays in their village as well as in the
larger village with a community center that I was able to go into greater depth in
my research into the rural, social embedding of post-deportation experience.
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Collaborating with a co-researcher – considerations of give and take

Through my collaboration with Birama Bagayogo as a co-researcher, my project re-
ceived a particularly substantive character. Not all former deportees spoke French.
Particularly beyond Bamako conversations were mostly held in Bambara, the most
widespread local language. My own attempts to learn it by taking classes had only
taken me as far as being able to speak in a rudimentary fashion, though my profi-
ciency was enhanced through engaging with people on the spot. Still, having some-
body to provide assistance, translation and collaboration, became indispensable
for solid research. Birama was a 33-year-old Malian anthropologist, consultant on
health issues, and an acquaintance of a Malian doctoral student I knew, who rec-
ommended him. From October 2015 to March 2016, he accompanied my fieldwork
on numerous occasions as a linguistic and cultural translator, and increasingly as
an appreciated interlocutor, advisor, and friend.18

While we obviously had to find a modus operandi, our collaboration became
smoother and smoother over time. We shared intense days, thoughts, and work
during the weeks in a village, but also in Bamako, where I partially worked from
his office. Birama supportedme asmuch as he could. I tried to do the same for him,
introducing him to the self-organized deportee groups and activist circles as well as
other researchers. It turned out to be a very fruitful and productive research collab-
oration. Mostly received positively by people who were curious and welcoming, we
were both strangers in the villages, one more than the other, of course, and in dif-
ferent ways. In these positions, we also represented “money,” “foreign knowledge,”
and a supposed “power.” I was often confronted with stories of experts who had
visited and, for example, promised a large project, but had never come back. This
createdmistrust, which needed to be overcome.Otherwise, our supposed expertise
was requested for consultations on alternative earnings, discussing small projects
like installing a garden, or organizing animal breeding. As foreign researchers, this
seemed to be an unavoidable role, and came despite constant clarifications of our
reason for being here.

Generally, collaborations such as the one between Birama and myself have
raised multiple concerns regarding power imbalances or loss of accuracy through
translations (Englert & Dannecker, 2014). However, this research constellation
brought essential benefits. Since deportees in the village sites were almost ex-
clusively men of little education and from a rural background, having a male
counterpart created more commonality. Birama, for instance, could hang out with
the young men, when I was somewhere else in the village or talking to somebody.
They would tell him about “male” intimacies, such as hooking up with women in

18 On two occasions, I was accompanied by Birama’s cousin Madiba Malé, also a young anthro-
pologist, as Birama had other commitments.
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the nearby city while their wives and children stayed at home. These things would
hardly have reached my ears otherwise. On the other hand, Birama received a
good salary; we had negotiated according to his standards (which I considered
high and demanding at first). Even if he had had little connection with the topic
of migration so far, he was intrigued to explore this new angle, and applied it in
subsequent projects, for instance on informal gold mining.

Birama and the others who provided access to the field, notably the deportee
organizations, were of tremendous assistance in handling the complex require-
ments of giving and taking in the field. Importantly, I had to learn about the social
meaning of money and the complexities of a widespread generalized reciprocity
(see Chapter 5). I had to literally pay some of the respondents, although many text-
books would suggest the opposite. “It’s your business!” one deportee in Bamako
said quite frankly, when discussing the issue of how I could compensate them for
their time and sharing their (life) stories, suggesting that I give a little money when
wemet next time. Not only did the run-down economic situation in Mali create ex-
istential needs for many,19 most importantly, those in the city without a social net
were suffering: sometimes, it was hard for me to overcome a sensation of want-
ing “to give support” and being hounded by the awareness that I was unable to
do much. Obviously, these historically grown and reinforced inherent inequalities
were impossible to overcome simply.20

My conversations, collaborations, and relationships with the Malian field have
continued until now, in different forms and at different intensities, with a number
of respondents, with my gatekeepers, the organizations, with Malian researchers
and with Birama – on Facebook, via WhatsApp or email, and sometimes over the
phone. They consist in exchanges regarding information and money, or in simple
courtesies and keeping up friendships. Despite evident “irreconcilable incompati-
bilities,” particularly with some, being indebted (to one’s field) is a condition and
characteristic of social relationships. It is not only that the field “never stops,” it is
rather that the field andmy experiences have become part of me and I have become
part of this field.

19 Before, he had been doing little trips with and services for tourists, who were absent now.
20 Others have developed approaches to balance such imbalances (e.g., Giebeler & Meneses,

2012), toward more “equal” and reciprocal giving and taking. However, this requires exten-
sive preconditioning and cannot always be put into practice. I had had an excellent start,
beginning my research embedded in a Malian academic institute. I presented my first field
results in a small colloquium there and organized an event with the German embassy about
educational opportunities in Europe. One scholar was following a similar topic to mine. We
started a fruitful and frequent exchange, sharing contacts, thoughts, and arguments, and
even conducted joint field research activities; in fact, we have been engaged in academic
projects together up to the present. This latter combined effort might meet most expecta-
tions of collaborative research and a thorough give and take.
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Methods, sampling and data gathering in polyphony

The corpus of data material for this study is very extensive and diverse in form and
quality, as is typical for most ethnographies.21 Even though I followed a snowball
process in the main, the idea behind the sampling (Corbin & Strauss, 1990) was
to collect the narratives and observe practices of former deportees and their social
surroundings. To be considered deportees, subjects had to have been forcefully re-
turned or obliged to return, which included having been repatriated or undergone
a transit return. Most such people were defining themselves as refoulés (see Chap-
ter 1; cf. also Table 2). In the course of the research the aim became more specific:
to collect contrasting samples of urban and rural cases, with central respondents
and people who had presumably stayed on after (their last) return and including
younger as well as older males. In the following, I will briefly summarize the meth-
ods I used, the data I obtained, and the results I analyzed.

I applied a reflexive ethnographic approach (cf. Davies, 1999) including a va-
riety of methods, types of persons, documents, and institutions. To approximate
deportees’ experiences in accordance with their personal stories, their practices,
and everyday observed behavior, I used different forms of qualitative interview (in-
depth and semi-structured22), informal conversations, and (group) discussions,
(participant) observations as well as field notes (cf. Bryman, 2012, p. 213; cf. also
Rubin & Rubin, 1995). I used ethnography as an overall approach since it allows go-
ing beyond “methodological constraints” (“Methodenzwang”; Feyerabend, 1976), thus
allowing the researcher to draw on a complex of methods applied according to the
needs of the field. Breidenstein et al. (2013, pp. 31ff) describe the methodologi-
cal “trademarks of ethnography” as fourfold: its subject-matter is social practices;
it conducts field work through “continuing immediate experience”; it allows for
methodological opportunism through an “integrated research approach”; and, fi-
nally, it ends in “writing and verbalization of the social.”

21 Bryman (2012) calls the sampling of respondents in an ethnographic research project “some-
times a combination of opportunistic sampling and snowball sampling” (p. 424). Accordingly,
much of the time ethnographers are forced to gather information fromwhatever sources are
available to them. Very often they face opposition or at least indifference to their research
and are relieved to glean information or views from anyone who is prepared to divulge such
details (ibid.).

22 The term “qualitative interview” (in-depth interview) sometimes refers to an unstructured
interview but more often refers to both semi-structured and unstructured interviewing. The
use of this term seems to be increasing. And the term “semi-structured” typically refers to “a
context in which the interviewer has a series of [somewhat more general] questions that are
in the general form of an interview schedule but is able to vary the sequence of questions”
(Bryman, 2012, p. 212).
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Conducting ethnographic field work is based on the experience of the ethnog-
rapher as well as that of the respondents. Memorized experiences in my research
were retrospectively recounted and gifted with meaning and sense in narrations
and stories. As a matter of course, it needs to be acknowledged that there is a large
gap between experience and expression (Bruner, 1986, pp. 6f) and we have to take
into account respondents’ narrative reconstructions as well. Rosenthal, building
on the narrative interview after Schütze (1976), highlights the need to differentiate
between experience, memory, and narration as researchers. She refers to the “nar-
rated personal life as related in conversation or written in the present time” and
the “lived-through-life” (2006), and the need to differentiate between narrated and
experienced life history. Narratives of experienced events, consequently, refer both
to current life and to past experience.23 It is essential to take this into account when
interviewing and analyzing. One has to familiarize oneself with the given context,
not least in order to define the field and one’s research topic. In my case, the local
language constituted a particular issue. On the other hand, coming too close or, as
it were, “going too native” might lead to a loss of oversight and analytical clarity. I
had to beware of what I termed, with Susann Huschke, “activist’s blinders,” so as
not to obscure my research capacities. Coming too close might lead to losing this
position of neutrality (cf. Jónsson, 2007). The ethnographic challenge lies in a con-
stant shifting of roles, in negotiating, exchanging, balancing, and reflecting over
and over again in all possible constellations.

I first of all followed a relatively open interview structure to generate topics
and set the scene for understanding deportees’ general interpretative patterns of
situations post involuntary and forced returns. To do so, I often started with an
open question such as “I would like to hear your story of leaving and return: Why
and how did you leave your place? Where did you go to? How and why did you
return? I will just listen and ask questions afterwards…” Such openings frequently
resulted in an interaction made up of questions and shorter or longer answers,
which had the character of a conversation rather than a consecutive narration.
Some people started talking and talked for a long time. In other cases, it felt as if
I was getting bits and pieces, which certainly had to be accepted as respondents’
boundaries as well.24 So, I adapted to each specific situation (cf. also Hasselberg,
2018) over the time of my research.

23 In thisway, “even in the case of a spontaneousmemory-based narrative of experienced events
we have to assume that there is a difference in general between the experienced event in the
past, the recollection thereof and the narrative” (Rosenthal, 2006, p. 3).

24 It is important to note that my interview partners had been thoroughly informed and had
agreed to participate in the specific setting andpurpose of the research.Moreover, they knew,
they could withdraw at any point. I tried to be as careful as possible not to dig deeper when
issues appeared to become sensitive.
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For the second phase of my field work, I built substantially on the analysis re-
sults of that first round of interviews, conversations, and observations. My interest
was predominantly in the aspects of failure and shame, suffering, the migratory
adventure and la chance – let’s call it a broader spiritual and cosmological embed-
ding; in addition, I was interested in the complex of family, social, and kin relations
and in the complex of hard work, everyday life, going on and “real chances” as well.
Questions in conversations with former deportees circulated mainly around their
everyday and economic activities, experiences before, during, and after deporta-
tion, and their social relations and reactions to the migration and return. Accom-
panying questions (without spelling them out) were: what did this supposed failure
of expectations imply exactly? What role did the families and social surroundings
play? What did the unwanted return mean in socio-economic terms as well as in
the long run? I developed a semi-structured interview guideline that I discussed
and shared with Birama. Eventually, our conversations left a lot of unstructured
space, where we ended up talking openly in each conversation.

I conducted repeat interviews during both field phases (cf. Fauser, 2009). This
enabled selective points to be researched more concretely, and contradictions and
conflictive statements to be carved out (cf. Schultz, 2014). Several of the people I
was able to accompany, meet and speak to over the course of the two field phases,
became key respondents allowing a specific depth of research. More than that, the
twofold sampling over the two research phases, even if primarily implemented as
snowballing, also served as a triangulation strategy.

Table 2 (see page 95) gives a rough overview of the methods used and the data obtained.25

Besides the framing through the organizations that I had started my field research
with, I aimed at getting a grasp of the views of the social environment – the former
deportees’ brothers, sisters and cousins, their fathers and mothers, their friends,
neighbors, colleagues and other acquaintances – to better capture their social em-
bedding. Again this was done through qualitative interviews and informal con-
versations, as well as group discussions – in Bamako, but mostly in the village

25 Instead of differentiating according to the destinations of deportations, repatriations, and
transit returns, the table divides respondents by the research sites in Bamako and rural ar-
eas. The large majority of deportees consider themselves as falling into the category of re-
foulés (see Chapter 1). Self-induced return without external help refers to those who describe
themselves as having returned involuntarily, constrained by the external conditions, mostly
unplanned, particularly in the context of the Libyan crisis 2011–2014; “voluntary” self-induced
return refers to those people who describe themselves as having decided and planned to re-
turn, for instance, from Spain, but also fromMorocco or Libya. In the latter cases, it may still
have been a general worsening of conditions that provoked a return decision, such as increas-
ing unemployment or racism.
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sites – oftentimes with the entire extended family. Moreover, I observed the in-
stitutional context at different levels: administrative representatives in the village,
municipality, and at the regional and national level. Additionally, interviews with
Malian government officials, and representatives of NGOs, international organi-
zations, embassies (those of France, Switzerland, Spain, and Germany), and civil
society, as well as with other academics, allowed an understanding of the political
and economic embedding of post-deportation experiences in Mali.26

Furthermore, we had a variety of group discussions with former deportees (see
e.g., Bryman, 2012, pp. 501ff), more formally organized or spontaneously emerg-
ing, sitting together, drinking tea and passing time chatting or in rathermore “seri-
ous” conversation. Such group gatherings contributed to grasping the individuals’
embedding as well as their situations after deportationmore broadly; furthermore,
they served as a means to cross-check dates and background information. Some-
times there were illuminating discussions on terms introduced by me or Birama,
such as the different meanings of “suffering,” and the meaning and practice of “the
migratory adventure,” but they also covered people’s everyday lives and general per-
ceptions. In these “gatherings,” the social situation and specific interactions were
often the most interesting aspects as they arose out of dealing with the issue of
(post) deportations in a semi-public space, which allowed me to grasp the views
of the others. Laughter or sudden silence, for instance, could be indicators of is-
sues considered shameful. Still, it was not all about finding out what had “actually”
happened; it also involved taking into account the way that the participants pre-
sented their stories and how this was related to the intervention created by the
interview situation, here taking place in a group (Rosenthal, 1993). Even if this this
kind of intervention may come across as rather informal in an ethnographic ap-
proach (Breidenstein et al. 2013, p. 80), it allowed us to get an idea of the specific
ways in which deportees related their doings and activities post deportation in a
group setting. At the same time, accounts given in such groups could replicate what
I had heard from other respondents during more intimate sessions.

26 Here, I was mostly interested in the roles and responsibilities of the institutions, their man-
dates, their evaluation of the current situation with regard to migration / migration and de-
velopment / involuntary return migration, their perception of the developments in current
migration policy and their potential involvement, their take on voluntary return vs. involun-
tary return and reinsertion, in general and in policy development, their collaborations (with
government, NGOs, embassies, the EU), and how they saw the future of migration (policy),
in Mali in particular, with regard to (involuntary) return.
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I wrote up as much as possible in field diaries, as well as electronically “writing
and verbalizing the social,” often sitting to one side, observing, reflecting, listen-
ing, and also asking questions. On other occasions, note taking was hard. Judith
Okely (2008) coined the term “knowing without notes,” which implies the idea of
an embodied field: in this sense, many things that I experienced contributed to
understanding and deepening my work and later my analysis, even if they were
not meticulously written down.27 I complemented my note taking with an audio
recorder and sometimes a video camera to generate a more “focused ethnogra-
phy” (Knoblauch, 2001)28, especially in light of my “extending the field site.” I also
took many pictures. While respondents, particularly those I knew better, would
take a video themselves, on other occasions this observing external eye caused se-
rious uneasiness and suspicion of errant publicity and lack of privacy. In the end,
though, the visualizations and recorded interactions provided more atmospheric
and enriching impressions to support my analysis.

Throughout, I appreciated random encounters with people in the street, the
shop owner next door, and, importantly, taxi drivers, “classic” informal respondents
(cf. Lachenmann, 2010). In addition, I collected policy and project documents, re-
ports, and statistical data from deportee and other organizations or from political
institutions, as well as newspaper articles and relevant academic literature, paying
particular attention to material from from Malian researchers and others in the
region. Not least, I went to Malian academic and national archives. I never did a
formal analysis of these materials, but they served to supplement my understand-
ing of the broader context and the embedding of my data. Even so, if pertinent lec-
tures and reading were indispensable, some aspects or specific expressions could
only be understood with the assistance of people from the field. Eventually, I clar-
ified questions and local terminologies through “going back virtually” to the field
by talking over the phone, skype, or exchanging messages by email.29

In the end, the polyphony of my research, the different types of people inter-
viewed, the institutions and sites selected, the positions taken as well as documents
included, served to triangulate my data and perspectives. Triangulation of inter-
view and ethnographicmaterials is an important quality criterion for justifying and

27 Breidenstein et al. (2013) describe a central intuition, which has led to criticismof themethod
as it cannot be “objectively” measured as other qualitative approaches would be assumed to
be.

28 The idea of a “focused ethnography,” which in sociology is mostly about doing research in
one’s “own” society (Knoblauch, 2001), seemed to constitute a sociological ethnography be-
yond the “ethnos” of another society (which still requires an “estranging” of the familiar; cf.
ibid).

29 After I leftMali in 2016, Birama also remained in contactwith someof the respondents.More-
over, he conducted an additional fieldwork exercise in 2018 in the village where I had spent
most time and verified some issues.
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assuring results (Englert & Dannecker, 2014). More than that, this polyphony was
an indispensable research strategy when it came to answering my research ques-
tion. Understanding (post-)deportation experiences, their social embedding and
life after deportation back in the Malian south, could not have been adequately
done by speaking to deportees only.

Analyzing along the general lines of grounded theory

I quickly got an inkling of the essence of what I later termed the supposed “fai-
led migratory adventure.” It lay in the recurring motifs of money loss, “la honte”
(shame), social expectations in light of the observed “issue in the head,” and rest-
lessness, that came out ofmy first round of analysis andwas built onmy immediate
observations in the field. As described in the introductory chapter, talking about
failure, in terms of “j’ai échoué” ormaloya, was an emic conception; but one that was
also used in the political setting and, importantly, by the deportee organizations
and other political actors. Furthermore, it was a media and academic discourse
that I felt needed to be explored in more depth and with more differentiation.

A “thinking about data” (Schultz, 2014; transl. S.U.S.), i.e., a going back and
forth from the data to theoretical reflection, started early on. I took my first steps
in the field guided by the parameters of grounded theory: from an entry into the
organizations to a snowballing of my respondents, to developing broader andmore
specific questions and extending my field site. From the enormous corpus of audio
and video data, and the notes I had collected, I selected what was to be processed,
transcribed, and analyzed further on the basis of places and cases – those I had
known best and for the longest time, in Bamako and in the countryside, as well as
those that were most contrasting, in order to best explore and describe the range
of the phenomenon. Contrasting, in this instance, meant selecting those with the
largest differences in outcome, so long as I had sufficient validation of the type in
question (in terms of theoretical saturation, see below). Data from the rural hin-
terland mainly derives from the two villages in the area of Kita where I stayed
longest.30 I transcribed parts of the data in French myself; while Birama carried
out the majority of the transcriptions from the second field phase. Parts of this

30 Even though I also spent several weeks in the area of Yanfolila, where large numbers of de-
portees returned in the first decade of the 2000s, I had to leave the data out of fine-grained
analysis and, above all, when writing this study. It would not have been possible to present it
here in a sufficiently contextualized way. Nonetheless, the insights gained from this tranche
of research and first analysis contributed substantially to my understanding of my overall
topic and to better shaping my argument.
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audio material were in Bambara, which he translated simultaneously. In this pro-
cess we talked intensely about central emic terms and conceptions; still, I am aware
that aspects must have been lost in translation. Transcribing serves as a first, more
in-depth round of analysis. I revised the transcriptions I made with Birama thor-
oughly and supplemented them. This was an essential step in becoming familiar
with the data and starting the analysis. Some sections needed to be listened to over
and over again before I could grasp their subtle, emotional meanings.

The issue of theoretical sensitivity and prior knowledge is the central conflict
between Strauss and Corbin, on the one hand, and Glaser, on the other, the
founders of grounded theory.31 Clearly, the selection of my general research topic,
the social dimensions of post-deportation in Mali, was driven by knowledge of the
political setting and academic literature in deportation studies. I set out to do my
first field work early during my research project in order to preserve some of my
own openness. I conducted a first analysis through open coding of interview data
and field notes orientating myself on the descriptions of Corbin and Strauss (1990)
after both field phases. Instead of generating full-fledged theoretically saturated
categories at first, I formed code groups indicating three thematic blocks and
tensions, which served for continuing my field research.32 From all of this I
selected a number of terms to be more systematically researched in their emic
meaning and local embedding back in the field.33

A first impression of “theoretical saturation” (Strauss & Corbin, [1990] 1998,
p. 212, cf. Bryman, 2012, p. 421) was gained through people giving me similar ac-
counts. I thought at first that this meant that they were providing me with superfi-
cial stories and I would need to go deeper; however, I soon realized that it wasmuch
more to do with their stories, how they perceived and told them and the kind of

31 While Anselm Strauss and Juliet Corbin suggested that prior knowledge would exist in any
research and contribute to theoretical sensitivity towards the research topic, Barney Glaser
was convinced this prior knowledge would hinder openness towards grasping the research
phenomenon in the field. In line with Strauss and Corbin (1990), Schultz (2014) recommends
writing up one’s knowledge in order to visualize and be conscious of potentially hindering
presumptions. This can be done, for instance, by making situational maps (cf. Clarke, 2005).

32 The first tension was inherent in the term “the migratory adventure,” the shifting between
leaving and staying related to hardships and sufferings and simultaneously chances and op-
portunities. The second tension emerged from the complex of sociality, responsibility, and
obligations towards the family, in close ormore distant social relations, and from embedding
after deportations. Third, I found a tension between being hard working yet having nothing
to do, which could again be a form of suffering. In fact, these already closely resembled my
final analysis and argumentation.

33 These circulated around three complexes: 1) stigma, shame, failing (“la honte”; maloya); 2)
migration, mobility and adventure and related terms such as tounkan, clandestin or voyager;
3) the meaning of la chance, of suffering (la souffrance), expressions such as “ce n’est pas facile,”
“il n’y a rien,” succeeding (réussir), and money (le moyen; wari).
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reconstructed narrative that came out of that. Of course, in some cases there could
be evenmore subtle layers of meaning that I came to, as well as differing theoretical
angles. Not least, my polyphonic and at the same time in-depth research approach
was driven by the need for theoretical saturation. Even if cases sometimes seemed
to be erratically different and dispersed, I was able to analyze comparable and sim-
ilar patterns and commonalities clearly in accordance with the specific deportation
trajectories, origins and destinations of former deportees, their time spent abroad
and, after their return, the money they had earned or lost, and their age, gender,
and education. These aspects will be developed throughout this study.

From the open coding of the material after the second field trip, I again formed
summarizing codes and code groups in order to come to categorizations, compar-
ing them with the codes and code groups from the first field trip.While axially and
selectively coding, I started to write up, beginning by constructing and following
my cases – again starting with those that were closest and best “known” to me.
From there, the topics emerged again through writing. They centered more and
more on the issues of the adventure, (im)mobility, suffering, money, kinship, hard
work, courage, and la chance. I went back to axial coding again, and even more
to axial wording – that is to say that I worked with the word cloud function in
my MAXQDA analysis tool as I was not fully satisfied with the results of my open
coding and grouping, it seemed far too broad still. What came out again were the
complexes family/kin, money/moyens, migration/adventure/(im)mobility/journey,
hardship/suffering, and failure. So I went back to the transcriptions and searched
for the embedding of the terms “money/moyen/wealth,” “suffering,” and “adven-
tures/(im)mobilities,” and how these were interlinked. I started reading and theo-
rizing further, while continuing to think about my data. Recapitulating what I had
analyzed through earlier categorizing, I was able to developmore full-fledged cate-
gories and theoretical concepts. Overall, it worked out like a circular process. In the
end, the recurring topics and theoretically saturated34, undergirded main themes
were “failures, success,” “suffering and courage,” “masculinities,” “social navigat-
ing,” “la chance,” “money, social surroundings,” “mobility, immobility,” “youth and
becoming,” “rural–urban,” “narrating, talking, not talking.”

I selected the supposed failed migratory adventure as core category for this
work as it best captures and combines all relevant phenomena in one guiding

34 In the language of grounded theory, a category operates at a somewhat higher level of ab-
straction than a concept in that it may group together several concepts that have common
features denoted by the category. Saturation does notmean, as is sometimes suggested, that
the researcher develops a sense of déjà vu when listening to what people say in interviews
but that new data no longer suggest new insights into an emergent theory or no longer sug-
gest new dimensions of theoretical categories (Bryman, 2012, p. 421).
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theme.35 It allowsme to shed light on how the political and economic dimensions of
deportations are socially reflected in deportees’ narrations and lifeworlds, and how
the explicit political effects, emotional andmaterial losses of the global deportation
regime translate into embodied and ambivalent individual and social dimensions.
I will develop the chapters that follow along the lines selected.

How to study conditions post deportation? Concluding reflections

This chapter has provided a methodological account of how I researched the multi-
locality and omnipresence of deportations over an extended field site inMali within
a relatively short time. To conclude, I will briefly summarize my response to the
question of what kind of ethnography I carried out in order to eventually come up
with fully developed and satisfactory results.

Deportations need to be analyzed in all their complexities and dynamics. The
multi-sited approach is quasi tailor-made for researching people on the move, and
allows one the best standpoint from which to grapple with the rupture and other
effects of the administrative practice of deportation in its transnational dimen-
sion and all aspects of the migration cycle, as research in deportation studies has
increasingly shown (e.g., Hasselberg 2018; Plambech, 2018, 2017; Alpes, 2017; Drot-
bohm, 2016, 2015, 2012, 2011; Khosravi, 2016; Golash-Boza, 2015). I did not, as orig-
inally and theoretically intended, follow the “highly mobile” deportees and refoulés,
but more and more applied myself to and embraced the topic of immobilization
after deportation as it emerged from the field. My research was still multi-sited
in a sense, though, in that I started to explore and capture the post-deportation
field in Mali in its different varieties and forms in different localities. Against this
background, my field work was characterized by a tension between being called by
the field and staying focused, following “the local cultural grain,” but also conduct-
ing research in as “polyphonic” a fashion as possible (Meyer, 2013, p. 312), thereby
collaboratively developing the field and fulfilling the respondents’ and gatekeepers’
expectations as well as my own research demands. This had to be balanced and
renegotiated over and again.

I developed a combination of a “go along” (Kusenbach, 2003) and,whatmight be
called, a “hang out” ethnography. I followed individual deportees over a longer pe-
riod and increasingly focused on the everyday life of Malian deportees in rural and
urban places as well as their social embedding. I thus eventually used some of what

35 Even if it can be hard, or even impossible, to find one all-explanatory core category (cf. Corbin
& Strauss, 1990, p. 14). In the endwriting a study of this kind is amatter ofmaking decisions –
where to start, what empirical data to select andwhat not – theremay eventually be different
stories to tell from the data.
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Hahn suggests are the benefits of a place-based approach, to observe the translocal,
global, and transnational (social, cultural, political, economic) dimensions in their
connections with and disruptions of what I would call the effects and embedding
of the (post-)deportation regime.The extended site gave me both a particular view
and a broad understanding and allowed me to go beyond potential localized/place-
based limits, enabling me to gain an in-depth view of a broader phenomenon in
one analytical frame, in one single site – the post-deportation situation in Mali in
its different facets, the various actors, places, discourses and deportation practices
it involves.

As a white European woman, I need to acknowledge that there are specific re-
sults and shades of narrative presentation I collected, which others would have
come to differently. Against this background, my research collaboration with Bi-
rama Bagayogo turned out to be particularly beneficial as we fruitfully combined a
Malian, academic and urban (though rural in origin) with a German research view
and positionality. Moreover, my research strategy to set up a polyphonic and in-
depth approach at the same time allowed the operationalization of my research
question in finding out about deportees’ lifeworlds, conceptions and social em-
bedding after deportation. In all this, our encounters, interactions, and observa-
tions represented in themselves a current effect of restricted mobilities, external-
ized borders and the deportation regime in a society characterized by longstanding
“cultures of migration” and migratory adventures.

In the chapters that follow, I will analyze conditions post deportation as effects
of the global deportation regime, reproduced by deported actors on a local site.
I will develop grounded descriptions of these conditions by presenting my argu-
ments on the basis of the data I collected in Bamako and in the two villages near
Kita where I did most research during eight months over the course of two years,
supplemented by telephone calls, email, Facebook and WhatsApp conversations,
from the end of my field work until the time of publication.





Chapter 4
“The adventure is not easy.” – Narrating forms of
suffering in deportation experiences1

“The adventure is not easy” is a mantra for many former migrants who have be-
come deportees, likewise for potential migrants and those stuck in transit. Suffer-
ing, in fact, is omnipresent in their narratives, in phrases such as “it’s always the
same suffering” or “it’s hard to forget the suffering.” To summarize the experiences
of their migratory journey and eventual deportation, they link different forms of
suffering in evoking the specific ambivalence of the entire “migratory adventure,”
which was the starting point for this book. This chapter is now set to dive into
situations after deportation, but it focuses first of all on deportees’ experiences of
actual deportation processes and deportation regimes to aid our understanding of
what happens to them as a result.What does deportation do to them? How do they
change (physically, emotionally, and socially) as it impacts their situation and the
situation of their social surroundings afterwards? From a theoretical point of view,
the chapter centers on specific patterns in the accounts of suffering that emerge
from the experiences depicted in deportees’ narratives. As an intensely rich emic
and theoretical concept, suffering can be seen as culturally, socially, and historically
contingent, and, as a theme, it will accompany the analytical discussion through-
out the book.This chapter provides a conceptual and empirical basis for deportees’
narrative accounts and reconstructions of suffering.2 The experiences and memo-
ries of migration and deportation have often left literal marks on deportees’ bodies,
and this damage may continue to be part of their everyday experience. Suffering
also represents how people deal with the situation after deportations.

The forms of suffering that appear in deportees’ narrative presentations of de-
portation can, in the terminology of Kleinman and Kleinman (1991), be deemed to
be both “suffering resulting from extreme conditions” and a “routinized form of

1 Parts of this chapter have been previously published in Schultz, S. U. (2021b).
2 The richness of local perceptions of and allusions to suffering found in Mali will be revisited

in Chapters 5 and 6.
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suffering.”3 Suffering and hardship are most often discussed with respect to struc-
ture and agency (Bruijn et al., 2007)4, subjectivity (Jackson, 2005a; Foucault et al.,
2005; Boskovic, 2001) and concepts such as social navigating (Vigh, 2006) – defined
as a “motion withinmotion” (p. 14), building on De Certeau’s work on strategies and
tactics as “the art of the weak” – and future-making (e.g., Kleist & Jansen, 2016;
Chabal, 2009). Both these latter concepts are to be further discussed in subsequent
chapters. Here, suffering is understood as both structural and agentic: structural
in being inflicted by EU-driven deportation regimes and externalized border con-
trols, which are extreme yet routinized at the same time; agentic in being part of
the subjectivities that people develop within their local spaces to make sense of
expressions and experiences of suffering.

This interrelation is well captured in the concept of social suffering, which fo-
cuses on the group dimension of suffering across contexts. Individuals are gener-
ally always social, but the Malian and West African context is particularly charac-
terized by a dense web of social relations, as previously described. Social suffer-
ing “results from what political, economic, and institutional power does to people
and, reciprocally, from how these forms of power themselves influence responses
to social problems” (Kleinman et al., 1997, p. ix). In this sense, social suffering is
caused by the impersonal forces inherent in deportations and bordering practices,
as people suffer from the implementation of deportation as a political, legal, and
administrative instrument of state power (cf. Drotbohm & Hasselberg, 2015, p.
559). At the same time, the social, political and institutional nature of deportation
influences the agentic responses to it, which range from silence and endurance
to social navigating (cf. also Kleinman et al., 1997, pp. xiiif). As products of con-
straints, these agentic responses may be highly ambivalent. Kleinman et al. (1997,
p. x) claim that social suffering may even ruin the collective and intersubjective

3 Kleinman and Kleinman distinguish “routinized forms of suffering that are either shared as-
pects of human conditions – chronic illness or death – or experiences of deprivation and
exploitation and of degradation and oppression that certain categories of individuals (the
poor, the vulnerable, the defeated) are specially exposed to and others relatively protected
from,” and “suffering resulting from extreme conditions, such as survivorship of the Holocaust or
the Atom Bomb or the Cambodian genocide or China's Cultural Revolution” (1991, p. 280; em-
phasis added by the authors). They also define as a third category suffering due to “contingent
misfortunes such as serious acute illness.”

4 Without claiming to enter any further into in-depth discussion of the wide topic of structure
and agency, it is important to emphasize that agency is not equal to action, but rather the
“self-reflective beliefs we have about our abilities and capacities (our self-efficacy) to act”
(vanHoute et al., 2016, p. 4). In the case ofMalian deportees, I prefer to speak of imaginations
and aspirations rather than beliefs. Van Houte et al.’s discussion of agency in the context
of return migration is helpful as it places desires and capacities as “intermediate factors”
between structure and agency. An actor’s agency is then “determined by these desires and
capacities, and is both shaped by and shapes structure” (2016, p. 4).
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connections of experience and gravely damage subjectivity. From the point of view
of sequential analysis (see, e.g., Rosenthal, 2006), suffering also needs to be seen
as a narrative style or even strategy, given the position and power discrepancies
inherent in our particular interactions with Malian respondents. Finally, too, it has
to be acknowledged that suffering is barely graspable by researchers in an adequate
way (cf. Jackson, 2005a).

After deportation, forms of social sufferingmay continue or even intensify over
time through negative administrative or social treatment in the country of return.
Deportation not only constrains deportees’ agency but may create or even “enforce”
new ways of thinking about and going on with their lives after it has happened.5 In
some senses, social suffering may even be a motor for change and new activities,
not least since suffering needs to be overcome so that life can go on, as the saying
goes; a correlation to be discussed in Chapter 6.

In what follows I will first carefully reflect on deportees’ narratives of their
interactions with state, legal, and bureaucratic practices and their emotional and
embodied outcomes in terms of social suffering. I will show what this suffering
constitutes for them. Experiences of violence, shock, alienation, fear, and stress,
traumatic accounts, and anger are to be shown, as well as spatial and temporal dis-
orders. This helps shed light on the social organizations supporting former depor-
tees and on reactions among the wider Malian public. The last subsection reflects
on the powerful symbolism surrounding the states (those of the EU and North
Africa, and Mali itself) that initiated or go along with the deportation and exter-
nalization regime.Thus the chapter goes beyond the embedding context previously
outlined to revisit the specific social suffering and deportee experiences caused
by the deportation regimes that run from Europe through North Africa, and the
localized and more agentic forms of narrative created around social suffering in
bringing the deported actors of this study in focus.

5 Like others, Henrik E. Vigh considers the role of agency to be key in (social) suffering but
pleads for a more flexible conceptualization of structure and agency in order to be able to
focus on social processes. He highlights the fact that even if there is “a close correlation be-
tween impairment of agency and suffering” (Vigh, 2006, p. 113, n.9), suffering should not be
confused with constraint, but agency and suffering can be analyzed carefully in their com-
plexity and relationality [of structural coexistences and simultaneities.
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Experiencing North African deportation regimes

The deportation regimes of North African countries, facilitated and progressively
reinforced by the externalization of EU borders, constitute a particular case of cre-
ating hazards and suffering in deportation experiences. In our field conversations,
deportees describe being spat at in the street, harassed and persecuted (cf. also
Tyszler, 2019). This built on the widespread racism of the populations in Maghreb
countries, culminating, for instance, in raids on sub-Saharan migrants and their
mass deportation on the occasion of the Libyan national holiday in order to please
the local population ?.

Dave, a humanitarian worker from a deportee organization, who speaks self-
confidently about “the migrants” and deportees he provides assistance to, hesitates
to go into details about his own deportation and the distress he survived: “It’s not
so easy to tell this, Susanne,” he admits in a restrainedmanner. In rough sentences,
he describes his withdrawal from Ceuta, the Spanish enclave in Morocco, in fear of
death if apprehended by the police:

When I saw these guys jump, it's really horrible. This barrier ismadeofwire. It cuts.
I could not do Ceuta, because I told myself that I had not gone out to die because
this is a sentence of death. So I went back to Morocco to Casa. That's where I was
taken by the immigration services and thrown out in the desert. [..] So yes, it was
I who decided to return – after having been thrown into the desert. (Dave, 10-21-
2014)

“Throwing out in the desert” is a standard procedure for the authorities deporting
migrants fromMorocco and very similar to practices reported from other Maghreb
countries, especially Libya (cf. Lemberg-Pedersen, 2017; Lecadet, 2013, Trauner &
Deimel, 2013). People, including many women and children, are apprehended,
taken away and detained, forcibly crowded into a truck, driven to the Algerian
border for days without food and water, and dumped in the desert. Literature on
the United States and Latin America in particular talks of deportees as disposable
“human rubbish,” undergoing “waste removal” (De Genova, 2018, p. 253) or as
“trash” (Nyberg-Soerensen, 2010) in the context of mass deportations on a literally
industrial scale, above all under the Obama administration (cf. e.g. Kanstroom,
2011). What the externalized borders of Europe are increasingly producing is
comparable. Dave would have preferred an IOM-assisted return program, which
was not available at that moment: “Now I am a refoulé.” Importantly, however, Dave
describes himself as having decided to step back from a new attempt to cross the
Algerian–Moroccan border. He thereby demonstrated some agency, even if this
agency was clearly provoked by EU policies and thus quite ambivalent.

In this respect, deportations fromwithin the African continent are not reported
by former deportees to be any less violent, unjust, or disturbing than those from
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Europe. On the contrary, Libya in particular has become known for its rigorous
attitude and policies and developed into a “demon” with regard to the treatment of
sub-Saharan migrants in its territory. Since the Libyan civil war, conditions have
become anarchic, as described in Chapter 2. Deportees’ accounts, having left this
“hell,” are shocking. Salif, for instance, two years after leaving and earning a living
and making a failed attempt to reach Italy, spent a total of six months in three
Libyan prisons. As if haunted, he recalled the unbearable conditions in words that
burst out under pressure like a stream of tears:

Last, I was in Sabha. It was the worst and most dangerous of the prisons. There
were hundreds there. There was almost no food. Every morning, one loaf of bread
for 6–8 persons, no tap water, no clothes. Nothing else. Telephones, everything
had been taken from us. And every morning the Libyans came in and beat us. Just
like this…. There was no communication between the Arabs and the Blacks. Like
animals. That's also what they called us. Between ourselves, the black among “us,”
therewere no problems. Everyonewas afraid. Thatwas just the feeling against the
Libyans. And there were little bugs everywhere, which bit: in the clothes, which
were so dirty because of the salt, in the bed sheets, which were on themattresses,
where we lay. Many people died there. Only someone who had a mobile phone
number in his head could call to get help, to get someone to send money to buy
something at the small kiosk: drinks, small things, cigarettes. You did not really
know what was going on, how long you had to stay in there. Then, the transfer
from one to the next prison. Just like that. Without notice. We were packed into a
truck – like a black barrel, you did not see anything – and transported somewhere
else. Then all you saw was prison again. (Salif, 11-29-2015)

Salif ’s references were very graphic, literally evoking the physical abuse they under-
went. He touched his body, lowered his head, sighed and stared at me alternately
while speaking, underlining this horrendous depiction. In the end, he was repa-
triated with 150 other Malians by airplane. Still, he spoke about his returning with
“empty hands” as the central impression of his return, the symbolic meaning of
which I will explore further in the next chapter:

It is disturbing, because when you leave, it was the joy, and upon return it’s a
shame (honte) because you return with empty hands, as if one entered Bamako
without clothes or shoes. In the prison you do not wear any shoes or anything and
they deport you like that. (Salif, 11-1-2015)

Besides having lost money and suffered from emotional and physical destitution,
Salif describes himself as debased as it is possible to be. He had to arrive with-
out clothes, dishonored, stripped of human dignity by this anarchic administrative
treatment. These deportees seem literally to be reduced to “bare life” (Agamben,
1998) and “naked” (Arendt, [1943] 2018). Many, particularly those who left during
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the Libyan civil war, arrived wounded, shot, with broken arms, or sick. In such
cases, recovery after deportation is not only emotional and moral in nature, but
may require weeks or months of medical treatment, causing additional insecurity
and trouble for the family and sometimes the payment of large sums of money.
Some returnees remain physically impaired.This is particularly visible in some vil-
lages where the majority of the men, young and old, returned from Libya (before,
during, or after the civil war in 2011). One former deportee could not use his hand
for more than a year before being able to help again on the family farm. Another
still had a bullet in his back when we met in 2016. It restricted his ability to en-
gage in heavy physical work. His family was unable to pay for the required surgery.
All these injuries became bodily inscribed memories of migratory control and war.
We can speak too of the “language of the body” (cf. Sayad, 2004, pp. 210ff). The
body speaks and remembers. It puts experiences of continued social, physical, and
emotional suffering and destitution on display.

Among the Malian population, these violent practices and the large numbers
of deportees from Libya were met with widespread irritation and anger, even riots
from the 2000s on when Libyan deportations increased (see Sylla, 2019, 2014): “The
people were upset that this could happen and compatriots were treated like this,”
Salif said. This needs to be considered against the background of previous close
Libyan–Malian (migration) relations and guest worker agreements as described
above. It constitutes a collective, though desperate, agentive act against the con-
straints caused by deportations.

Within the externalized transit corridor

Many deportees never get beyond the vast transit corridor through North Africa
to the Mediterranean and the Atlantic, fragmented and shaped by the EU’s exter-
nalized borders. The accounts of their turbulent journeys – journeys that in many
cases are reversed – express a spectrum of aspects and forms of suffering.The tra-
jectories of many are arbitrarily shaped; they pass through long phases of waiting,
standstill, and mobility in many countries, undergoing multiple deportations and
re-emigrations. At the same time, this is what people describe as being captured
by the notion of the migratory adventure.

“Having something in the head.” – Stress, violence, and pain
after deportations

As recounted in the previous chapter, one of themost striking impressions from the
beginning ofmy field workwas of a certain restlessness I encountered in deportees,
generally shortly after their deportation (though sometimes evenmany years after).
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These people seemed anxious, delusional, and urgently searching for something in
a rather desperate state of “stress, between hyper mobility and waiting” as Streiff-
Fénart and Poutignat (2006, p. 137) aptly describe situations of transit – a mixture
of pressure, bewilderment, resignation, commitment, conviction, consciousness
of any horrors one may have seen and expectations that remain unfulfilled. Either
directly after being deported or in retrospective narration, such “insanity” became
visible as embodiedmemory,when former deportees like Salif stopped talking, and
stared into space in the middle of a conversation, or touched their heads. “There
is something in my head”; I heard that said many times – for instance, by Madou,
who left for Mauritania from his village near Kita, describing his feelings after his
ship was wrecked crossing the Atlantic: “At that moment, the idea of a journey had
taken over my mind. Either, I went on an adventure or I would die, because there
is so much poverty in Mali.” Flown back to Bamako, he re-emigrated directly from
his uncle’s house with some money he had received from his brother. He did not
care that the uncle was against it. The mission had to be accomplished, and he did
not see any immediate alternative to doing just that.

Souleymane very much embodied a combination of recklessness and serious-
ness that might be called quite “adventurous.” He was deported, sent back, stuck
on the way, imprisoned, then re-emigrated many times on literally “fragmented
journeys” (Collyer, 2007), “turbulent trajectories” (Schapendonk, 2012) and “frag-
mented stays” (Stock, 2019) between Mali, the Maghreb states, and Spain. With
€50 received from the Spanish authorities on one deportation, Souleymane imme-
diately made his way north again, leaving from Bamako airport in the direction
of Libya. Like Madou, describing his restless commitment, he recalled: “It was not
my idea to return home at this stage …. I wanted to go to Europe to make a living
there!”

One of the ARACEM workers said: “The migrants are people that I don’t know
how to describe, how to characterize them, it’s a bit like they tell me their … part of
their way, some of their way, then it stops there, and from there they don’t tell you
anything else” (field notes, 11-7-2014). Among all the sub-Saharan Africans passing
through the organization, there are many Malians as well.They may return to their
villages, but they may instead go on right away. For many deportees in Mali and
elsewhere, deportation is just a moment of transit, a rupture, and a stage in a
(new) migration cycle (cf. Kleist, 2017a; Cassarino, 2014; see Chapter 1). Many say
their first thought is to leave again directly, being unwilling to confront the people
who are socially close to them. Others prefer to remain in transit, at the border or
in a town on the way, such as Gao, Agadez, or Tamanrasset.6 Lucht (2017) depicts
deportees stranded in Niger as preferring to die rather than return empty-handed

6 For literature on this historical transit space, see, e.g., Brachet, 2018; Lecadet, 2013;McDougall
& Scheele, 2012; Boesen & Marfaing, 2006.
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and face potential social death. He frames it as an “eternal existential unrest” in
the “human struggle that migration represents in the globalized world” (p. 155).
Hence, as long as the adventurers keep going and try to make it, they see value in
their lives for they can still achieve something better for themselves and their kin.7

According to one of the AME staff, “if the people find something to do, they will
stay; but if not, the deportee always wants to re-emigrate. That’s the big problem.”

Staring eyes and nervousness may accompany accounts of deportation experi-
ences many years later. The post-deportation condition may be prolonged for in-
dividuals, their social circles, and entire communities. Not everything can be ex-
pressed in words (cf. Vium, 2014). To cite Michael Jackson (2005a, p. 152), “it may
be more realistic to admit that suffering brings us to the limits of language.” Par-
ticularly, the experiences of violence and hardship before, during, and after migra-
tory adventures may becomemore graspable through gestures, sighs, and silences.
From the perspective of trauma theory, silence is fundamentally important to en-
able the sufferer to recover again as a self. Afflicted by “deeply painful memories”
(Eastmond &Mannergren Selimovic, 2012, p. 524), the shattered self needs to place
the cover of silence over the painful and shameful past, all the humiliations experi-
enced and difficulties seen. Hardships and violence obviously do not start with de-
portations ?; the journey itself is often depicted as an encounter with tremendous
suffering, physical distress, and death, the opposite pole to learning, getting to
know the world, and eventually becoming “a man.”8 All this is substantially shaped
by administrative control through visa regulations, illegalization, detention prac-
tices, and the use of force.

“Having something in one’s head” is thus like an emblematic winged word, rec-
ognizable among those who have experienced deportations and those who know
such people and work with them.There is a specific “air” particularly around those
who have just returned. Some take increased migratory controls and violations as
reason enough to stay after their return, sometimes ending up in social isolation
and precarity in the anonymity of the city, as I will shortly revisit. Through these
violent, physical, and emotional interventions, deportations change people. Some
report having been literally driven crazy. Such insanity may entail a split in person-
ality that cannot be recovered from. But, despite all the different stories, there are
patterns in the aspects of suffering, embodied and memorized, that characterize
those who have come back.

7 Bredeloup depicts shame as “an extremely effective emotion driving migrants to take enor-
mous risks, to cross deserts and the sea, to push their boundaries beyond previous limits
in order to avoid social death” (2017, p. 145). These interrelations will be further explored in
Chapters 5 and 6.

8 The latter will be particularly explored in Chapter 6.
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Shock, alienation, and the luck of survival

Deportees’ narratives explicitly describe it as a shock, when they are deported –
the kind of shock and experience of violence that may eventually bring them to
a halt, even if many continue oscillating in their minds between returning and
leaving again, potentially alienated and estranged from their social circle, at least
at first. In view of the manifold processes of violation and humiliation that may
accompany situations during or after deportation, the grades of alienation from
society experienced may differ widely.

Brahima, whom I met in the Bamako market place when buying credit for my
mobile phone and described in the previous chapter, was only 18 when he was de-
ported from Tenerife in the Canary Islands after only “40 days.” “Honestly, the fact
that I was deported shocked me very much. I did not imagine that somebody could
deport me!” (Brahima, 12-5-2014). Deportation came unexpectedly, and as an in-
stance of unjust administrative treatment with severe economic as well as social
repercussions. All his money, he said, was “wasted [gaspillé]. This discouraged me
a lot.”

Since his parents sent him to Bamako to earn money at the age of ten, Brahima
had spent many years saving for the journey by sewing shoes and doing other jobs.
As one of a group of youngsters, he took a bus to Mauritania. By bush taxi and
boat, after several stopovers, a lot of negotiation, intermediaries, hazards, and ex-
haustion, the group headed for the Canary Islands. Brahima recalled the voyage,
which took an entire week to cross the 200 km strait9: “During this week, hon-
estly, we were very exhausted.” “You’ve endured some suffering!,” Birama, my co-
researcher, exclaimed. “Too much,” said Brahima with conviction, “I do not want
to live through that again. Really!”The 70 passengers arrived alive, but several were
sick when they reached Tenerife. Having just escaped death at sea, they were im-
mediately arrested, held for three days at a Guardia Civil10 police station, then de-
tained for another 40 days in a reception and deportation center. While some were
allowed to continue “to Madrid or even Malaga,” others had to return. He did not
have family members in Europe to be “reunited with.”11 A charter flight brought

9 From Tripoli, Libya, to Sicily, Italy, is about double the distance.
10 The Guardia Civil is the oldest law enforcement entity in Spain organized as a military force

charged with police duties under the authority of the Ministries of the Interior and of De-
fense. In collaboration with FRONTEX, the Guardia Civil is charged with the protection and
security of the external Spanish and EU borders.

11 Family reunification is one of the major reasons for immigration to the EU and also a
widespread migratory strategy, particularly for minors. It is one of the few and most fre-
quently used legal pathways possible, besides seeking asylum, notably for persons from
the African continent; see online: https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/le
gal-migration/family-reunification_en, accessed 31 October 2021.

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification_en


112 “Failed” Migratory Adventures?

them back to Bamako airport. He called his family upon arrival: “They were not
happy at all. They cried on the telephone” (Brahima, 12-5-2014). While others, like
Souleymane or Madou, hid away or left again the next day, Brahima could be seen
as courageous in reporting his supposed migratory “failure” (cf. also Bredeloup,
2017, p. 147). But he was deeply demoralized: his objective had not been attained.

Souleymane’s “hyper mobility” (Streiff-Fénart & Poutignat, 2006, p. 137), trav-
eling back and forth and waiting in the vast externalized European border space,
as described above, was eventually stopped by another deportation. He worked in
Libya on a construction site where he was detected during a raid, detained in dire
conditions and deported to Mali. This time, he decided to stay there. He described
his appearance upon return: “Everything was flapping around. I was barely recog-
nizable.” And he had been “SUFFERING!” in the prison, he exclaimed. He returned,
with the help of a patron, partly on his own resources, through the Sahara, southern
Libya, Niger, and Gao to Bamako. He remained in the capital afterwards, refusing
to return to his village close to Kita. Through the network of the same patron, he
soon found a job as a security guard, a relatively recognized and safe occupation.
His turbulent journey was interrupted and, at least for a time, stopped.Thememo-
ries of the suffering remained, however, or became revitalized by our conversation.

After arrival, Malian deportees, in most cases that we found, sought shelter
with a relative in the capital or in a bigger city to take a first breath before either
continuing to their family’s village or making a new attempt. Brahima used the
€50 from the Spanish authorities, which Souleymane took to leave again imme-
diately – “it was the European Union who financed this” – to pay for some food
and water. But he spent an “uneasy time,” as all his money was gaspillé. Moreover,
he was met with general mistrust: “The people are afraid of deportees”; “they don’t
know you at all.” He appeared like a stranger, alien to them.Upon arrival, deportees
often need to become recognizable. They may look different. Academic literature
speaks of deportees as “estranged,” a “deportspora” (Nyers, 2003)12, “unclassifiable”
(Douglas, 1966), and “ghostlike” (cf. Coutin, 2013); in extreme cases they may behave
like the returning son described in Kafka’s “Homecoming,”mentioned in Chapter 1,
who shies away to verify his estrangement, the alienation he feels. (Long) periods of
absence, theworld abroad, potentially hazardous and violent experiences and treat-
ment shatter, impact, and can alienate returnees from those who stayed. In addi-
tion, they may be suspected of wrongdoing. While the previous practice of detain-
ing deportees in Bamako after arrival based on accusations of illegal migration (see
Chapter 2), may have encouraged people to consider deportees as criminals, the
AME’s and others’ activities opposing this practice and its abolition after 1997 have
substantially changed the public discourse in this respect, even though deportees

12 According toNyers (2003, p. 1070) a “deportspora” is an “abject diaspora,” “oscillatingbetween
re-departure and re-deportation,” in a “global circuit of deportation” (Khosravi, 2016, p. 178).
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may still be received ambivalently. In other countries similar detention practices
continue today (cf., e.g., Alpes, 2018). Deportation literature in this regard speaks
of multiple forms of “punishment” (Bosworth et al., 2016) – the administrative act
of deportation and a potential stigmatization and exclusion afterwards – or “dou-
ble abandonment” (Lecadet, 2013), as deportees may be “expelled from one country
and outcast in another” (Khosravi, 2018, p. 2). In cases of (post) deportation affect-
ing mostly Latin Americans from the United States, stigmatization and potential
exclusion mechanisms take an even more extreme form.There it is not the country
of reception that criminalizes the deportees, but the country that deports them. In
the US, migrants without papers from countries such as El Salvador, the Domini-
can Republic, or Cape Verde in particular have been often convicted for, mostly
minor, criminal offences, and subsequently deported (e.g., Radziwinowiczówna,
2019; Golash-Boza, 2015; Coutin, 2013, 2004; Drotbohm, 2012; Nyberg-Soerensen,
2010; Brotherton & Barrios, 2009; Peutz, 2007; Zilberg, 2004). The stigma of being
criminal may be reactivated, (re)produced and deeply inscribed after arrival and
often over time (e.g., Golash-Boza & Navarro, 2020). Eventually, this underlines a
specific symbolism with respect to the deporting country, which I will briefly detail
further.

Brahima’s experience of alienation was increased by the fact that he was “the
only one to remain.”Many of his traveling companions left again during the follow-
ing months. Their parents paid. Brahima stayed behind with his uncle in Bamako,
unwilling to go to his village.The different economic and social backgrounds, finan-
cial resources, and the influence of their family networks divided the young men
on arrival in Tenerife and after their deportation back to Bamako; their trajecto-
ries were deeply shaped by these differences, which offered them unequal chances.
What started as a – as I term it – “collectivity of travel,” enduring the hazards of the
adventure together,was lost at thatmoment. Belonging to a group of adventurers is
a centrally important reference in the accounts of former deportees, enabling sur-
vival and keeping them grounded. Souleymane smiled somehow proudly, when he
reported: “We’ve done Libya together.” These are emblematic expressions acknowl-
edging memories of joint journeys and belonging. Brahima felt alone, once back.
Detached from his collectivity of travel, he was particularly alienated, “estranged,”
and moreover economically deprived through his deportation.

In this way, deportations often constitute a literal existential rupture in a mi-
grant’s life and his social lifeworld inmultiple respects and at multiple scales.Many
deportees are “thrown” into the situation post deportation, involuntarily, without
the envisaged objective having been attained, thus completely unprepared (cf. Cas-
sarino, 2004) to face their socially nearest whose expectations are unfulfilled. From
the perspective of existential philosophy, this corresponds to the initial position of
any human being: “we find ourselves thrown into themidst of a world where things
often seem strange or confusing, and where we need to get a handle on what is go-
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ing on around us, if we are to be able to function” (Guignon & Pereboom, 2001, p.
184; cf. Kleinhans, 2007, pp. 11f). In a similar sense, the deportee can be seen as
being existentially and involuntarily forced into making sense of this situation, de-
spite all the irritation, violence, and constraints he or she has lived through. Like,
to use another literary reference, Samuel Beckett’s “L’expulsé/The Expelled” (1984),
who is unexpectedly thrown out of his house into an unknown street in an unknown
town, Brahima was existentially thrown into a space of “cultural in-betweenness”
(Collinge-Germain, 2009), even though he knew the society he was thrown back
into. Others were able to make it, but, for him, there was a dichotomy between the
in- and the outside, rather in the sense of the stranger described by Alfred Schütz
(1944, p. 502), who has to reorient from his “relatively natural conception of the
world.”13 Left to his own devices, he needs to recover and overcome humiliations
in order to be accepted again and eventually “reinitiated.”14 Such experiences of
alienation and estrangement are specific forms of suffering brought about by the
ruptures of deportation, which one has to cope with.

Even though, it appears, risk, death, and deportations may not deter people
from re-emigrating, as the cases of Madou and Souleymane show (cf. also Alpes,
2017; Dougnon, 2012; Hernández-Carretero & Carling, 2012), others prefer to stay,
even if in the capital, sometimes after several attempted crossings. Abdoul, for
instance, was quite outspoken about the hazards of the trip. He was repelled by the
clandestine journey and his deportation from France. It was not only the violent
administrative treatment but the physical and psychological distress that terrified
him and convinced him to stay, refusing to live in constant fear again. He provided
an emotional plea for staying:

I’ve seen people that just died like that. Often I see their imageswhen I sit like this.
Yeah. That’s quite sad. But I, I don’t wish anybody to do adventures like this. Even if
you gain a 100.000, here you can do something. You can do a little business, and if
God wills you can make it, you can go [incomprehensible]. Just stay at home. That’s
better! That’s why I prefer never to go on an adventure again. (Abdoul, 11-21-2014)

13 Schütz follows the ideaofMaxScheler’s “relativ natürlicheWeltanschauung” (1926; cf. Schütz,
1944, p. 502).

14 “Reinitiation” links in the concept of the migratory adventure as a rite de passage building on
former rituals of initiation: the returnee needs to be reinitiated and re-incorporated into the
community. Victor Turner (1969) built his theory of “rite de passage” on Van Gennep’s ([1909]
1981) three phases: separation, liminality, and incorporation. Accordingly, “liminae personae
are no longer/not yet […] neither here nor there; they are betwixt and between the positions
assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention” from amarginal position in society (Turner,
1969, p. 95). Rather than a phase of transition, Khosravi (2018) sees liminality as a being stuck
in the case of deportees (2018, pp. 7f). In line with my argumentation, I would dispute this
point as a “failed” migratory adventure might function as transition and transformation too.
This will be discussed in the following chapters.
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Abdoul even considered himself lucky: “The adventure is over. I’ve had luck. All my
friends with whom I went away, they are all dead” (ibid.). Such existential memo-
ries were present in all his accounts. He had been interviewed for an anti-migra-
tion awareness-raising campaign for the youth on television, as he mentioned by
the way.This presentation may have had a substantial influence on the way he pre-
sented himself in our interview. Most importantly, though, Abdoul had survived,
which gave him strength, enabling him to go on. But he still has difficulties get-
ting through. Due to the Malian crisis, he cannot work at his job as tourist guide
anymore as the country gets barely any tourists. He occasionally works as a guide
for the UN mission or sells wooden Dogon statues at his cousin’s boutique.

Even though some hesitate and stay away, many former deportees eventually
do return to their villages (often in the absence of any alternative). This has been
increasingly the case in recent years. Others, such as Souleymane, Brahima, and
Abdoul, prefer the geographical distance, anonymity, and potential autonomy of a
bigger city. Often people continue to oscillate, torn between leaving and staying in
light of their supposed “failed” adventures, representing the dilemma of migratory
cultures in a world of constrained mobilities. This is how the young men agenti-
cally go about dealing with being thrown in. A similarly restless continuance has
been described with regard to many young men in Africa more generally in light of
the overall crisis: a lack of prospects, coupled with the pressure to do something,
become someone, and take care of things (cf., e.g., Weiss, 2004). I will say more
about these everyday patterns of being thrown in and going on in the chapters that
follow.

“Legal violence” in European deportation regimes

Deportations from Europe seem to constitute a very particular case, causing severe
social suffering, principally in the form of incomprehension, loss of control, and
anger. This could be called legally produced violence, the term that Menjívar and
Abrego (2012, p. 1380) used to capture the “normalized but cumulatively injurious
effects of the [immigration and criminal] law” as experienced by migrants with
precarious legal status.15

Lamine, whom I met for the first time two days after his deportation from
France in the rooms of the AME, appeared clearly disoriented and lost (see Chap-
ter 3); speaking as if hunted, fast and nervously in excellent French, searching for
help and repeating “I don’t know what’s going on” (“Je ne suis pas au courant”) – ap-
parently unable to grasp what had hit him. In fact, the entire process of his re-

15 Coutin (2013, p. 334) applies the concept to the case of deportations, which reproduce the
“legal violence” of emigration “generationally.”



116 “Failed” Migratory Adventures?

turn appears to have been deeply unfortunate, frustrating, and disturbing: he had
been picked up by a street control in France, detained (“c’était dur, c’ètait dur là-bas,
franchement”) and deported despite the Malian embassy’s refusal of consent, and
the support of a lawyer, an NGO in France, and many friends of the family.16 He
was returned without any official order – just “something that the police had writ-
ten.” The Malian officials at the airport were irritated; so were the representatives
of the AME, which was where they sent him. Lamine had been about to sign a con-
tract for an apprenticeship, which would have eventually regularized his status.His
entire family was in France. After all that, the “unjust” deportation appeared to him
to be “incomprehensible” and “bizarre.” He described his deportation flight, during
which he barely talked to the police officers:

At Charles de Gaulle airport already they put me in handcuffs and I said “I am not
a criminal!” I said, Susanne, “I am not a criminal... I never hit anybody I never stole,
I just don’t have an identity card … I am not a criminal … You don’t have the right
to keep me like this.” He said, “But we are obliged to, we don’t have any choice, we
are obliged.” (Lamine, 10-14-2014)

The deportation regime became materialized in the handcuffs he was forced to
wear, his being treated like a criminal. Lamine vehemently protested against this
condemnation, affirming his innocence to me, as if I might have considered him a
criminal, too; obviously feeling the need to demonstrate this confirmation in our
interaction. Others in the detention center in France had committed “real crimes”
and were released. Face to face with the policemen, he claimed the justice that was
due to him. They did not have the right to put him in handcuffs and treat him
like this. But when the policemen alluded to a higher state authority that obliged
them to carry out the deportation: “Well ok, it’s not a problem,” he eventually said
resignedly. “It’s for that reason that I was not happy” (Lamine, 11-3-2014).

Lamine’s approach provides an example of what deportees report as blatant le-
gal injustices in deportations – from European countries in particular, as people
expect to be treated more justly there. Anger, anxiety, and outrage resurface when
the events are recounted. The legal processes may not have been fully understood,
or people may not have been informed about them.This lack of knowledge creates
additional anxiety and sometimes deep uncertainty (cf. Hasselberg, 2016; Coutin,

16 The refusal of theMalian embassy in such cases needs to be seen as collaborationwith the po-
tential deportee, and the Malian diaspora more broadly, in order to prevent his deportation,
in contrast to the phenomenon that has been discussed as “estranged citizenship” referring
to a “disrecognition” of deportees’ citizenship (cf., e.g., Khosravi, 2018, p. 2f).
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2015; Boehm, 2009).17 These too are forms of the social suffering caused by depor-
tation presented in deportees’ narrative accounts.

The violent destruction of deportees’ individual and social lives through the bu-
reaucratic execution and standard administrative routine of the act of deportation
might,moreover, be covered byHannah Arendt’s concept of the “banality of the evil”
(1963), which Nicholas De Genova aptly applies to challenge “such otherwise rou-
tine ‘administrative’ punishments.” Individuals are dehumanized and reduced to
“functionaries and mere cogs in the administrative machinery” (De Genova, 2018,
p. 255).18

In the end, however, instead of opposing the perceived injustice he suffered
at the hands of the police, Lamine sees himself forced to back down, eventually
consenting to the exercise of force. He is “not happy,” and in saying so sounds
quite reserved in the way he characterizes his reaction to this violent act. Though
he refused to collaborate in his return at first, he eventually gave in to avoid being
imprisoned and banned from French national territory for years.19 Yet, after all
that, he was so full of anger and hatred that he thought of murdering a person just
because they were French.

I was hogtied all the time … Yes, all the time hogtied … My hands were tied like
this, and evenmy feet ... This was … hard, you know … That’s why I say, when I find
a Frenchman, I will kill him, I will not regret it. That’s it. (Lamine, 10-14-2014)

This expression of hatred was in other respects a deeply agentic act, one might
say, produced by and in reaction to the post-colonial deportation regime (cf. De
Genova, 2018, p. 256): an instance not of giving in, but of existentially protesting.

Accounts of trauma and self-organized groups as intermediaries

Within this setting, talking about trauma time and again plays an ascriptive role
as well as a narrative one. The self-organized groups of former deportees, such as
the AME, ARACEM and others, serve as intermediaries between the structures that
produce violence and suffering and thosewho experience and narrate deportations.

17 I will explore the concept of uncertainty after deportations more generally in relation to fu-
ture-making in Chapter 7.

18 “As well as the reduction of others into themere objects of its power – that Arendt deemed to
be not only ‘the essence of totalitarian government’ but also, remarkably, ‘perhaps the nature
of every bureaucracy’ (Arendt [1963] 2006)” (cf. Genova, 2018, p. 289; cf. idem, 2014).

19 European countries usually issue a re-entry ban, denying return to the country after a depor-
tation: https://www.service-public.fr/particuliers/vosdroits/F2782, accessed 31 October 2021.
In France this period is usually three years after a deportation, while the UK requires up to
ten years. This does not necessarily stop people from re-emigrating as this book underlines.
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Being themselves products of existing deportation regimes, the organizations have
developed an approach and procedure to ease the hardships and suffering experi-
enced, and to facilitate arrivals post deportation. Dave, the worker with another
assistance organization whose deportation experiences I reported on earlier, de-
scribed the situation:

At such amoment, I have to go quickly to see him [the returnee I am dealing with]
so that he can wash himself and eat under good conditions to regain confidence.
Otherwise, the next day you cannot tell him anything. All of this is done so that he
can forget the suffering he has experienced on the road. (Dave, 10-21-2014)

The AME has two rooms to receive deportees, which were used increasingly often
from 2015 on after the silence and emptiness caused by the Malian crisis at first. It
provides a space of orientation.20 Its representatives’ own deportation experiences
help build connections. “Even if one has no money, one can help them morally”
(Dave, 21-10-2014). Some of the professional migrants maintain a certain distance
from the deportees they care for, adopting a rather paternalistic approach. This
may be necessary to enable them to do their job in the first place:

Sometimes I call this a trauma; because they come traumatized because of all that
they have lived through on the road. That's why we have to leave them time when
they arrive before we welcome them. There are some who come without clothes
and for these it is necessary to find clean clothes, to set them up and to give them
something to drink and to eat. People are DIRTY! That's it… (Dave, 10-21-2014)

“Traumatism” is not a term one would necessarily hear from the refoulés themselves
– only if they consciously aim at placing themselves in a political context. It is a
common marker and ascription in organizational speech, not least because some
organizations have received funding for deportees’ psychological counselling.21The
number of such programs has increased through the renewed assistance approach
financed by the more “humanizing” EUTF for Africa, described in Chapter 2.

Abdoulaye was one of the few cases to receive psychological treatment within
a limited program run by the AME. He had been living in Paris for two years, in
uncertain conditions of “migrant illegality and deportability” (De Genova, 2002),
without papers doing “undignified” little jobs in a restaurant. One day, he had a
motorcycle accident. Whiplashed, he needed medical treatment, and his arm was

20 According to AME, ARACEM and other organizations, three days is the length of time rec-
ommended by theWorld Health Organization (WHO) for those in mental distress to recover
after a traumatic situation of shock and disorientation.

21 There is a large body of literature on trauma and post-traumatic stress syndrome in relation
to flight, migration, and beyond, which needs to be discussed elsewhere. For some ground-
work literature see, e.g., Fassin & Rechtman, 2009.
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badly injured. He received a three-month residence card, but his request for an
extension was denied, although the treatment needed to continue. One day, a po-
lice control did not release him, as it had repeatedly done before: he was detained
and deported to Bamako immediately. Apparently, he was lucky: the AME received
him at Bamako airport. The retrospective report by their staff sounds dramatic. It
reveals deep shock and irritation that left Abdoulaye apathetic and disturbed. The
diagnosis: “acute post traumatic syndrome” (AME, internal report). After two years,
he was presented as a “complete success.” The psychiatrist released him as able to
deal with his life on his own.

In Abdoulaye’s own account no psychological treatment was mentioned. He
spoke in a matter of fact tone. His arm was injured and treated, though it was
never completely cured. It was the “unexpected betrayal” and rupture in a situation
where he had managed to live well by his own account – even without papers – in
the Promised Land of France that was the most important thing. He returned to
this incident over and over again when speaking. Even if he did not explicitly ac-
cuse the French state or Europeanmigration policies for being deported, he named
its administrative implementers, the prefecture and the police, as responsible and
was very upset about them. In this sense, Abdoulaye’s “illegal” situation became ex-
istential and pathological as it not only determined his state of health but brought
it into relation with the administration of the immigration state that controlled
and eventually excluded him by deporting him to Mali, – it turned him into a de-
portable commodity, no longer worth providing for. His body was only partially
cured. He kept talking about Paris, but was in Mali for the time being doing little
day-to-day jobs: “je me débrouille” (“I’m getting by”), he repeated. Still, he continued
to be unable to do any “hard” work.The deportation left a physical imprint; an em-
bodied memory of the sufferings of the migratory journey, his stay abroad, and of
being deported.

Spatial and temporal disorders over time

The deep anger and violation caused by perceived unjust administrative treatment
and the feeling of powerlessness may endure after deportations. In many instances
the actual deportation experiences dated back a long time, but quickly became
current when deportees renarrated their stories in our conversations. Some ex-
periences seemed to cut particularly deep. In European countries, it appeared to
be very unfortunate incidents that provoked deportations just before a person was
regularized, as demonstrated in the cases of Lamine and Abdoulaye: the police not
recognizing one’s papers or acting arbitrarily. Many people were apprehended in
the street and deported straight away. People were often furious, when they de-
scribed their deportation to me and the conditions that occasioned it – their voices
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were frantic and quivery. At the same time, I represented a supposedly powerful
addressee potentially able to influence the situations that formed the subject of the
conversation and thus the content of their narrative as well. Susan Coutin (2013)
describes deportees’ narratives of linear time resulting in “spatial disorder” if they
are divorced through deportation (p. 334). A spatial and temporal disorder is the
more disturbing the longer one has been abroad, most importantly if deportees
emigrated as (little) children.22 Not even able to take one’s belongings with one af-
ter all the years of transnational life, one may have arrived in Bamako with entirely
empty hands. Such incidents can fundamentally disrupt someone who is being
“disappeared from [his own] life” (Turnbull, 2018, p. 48) and “dispossessed of the
time, [they] had before removal” (Martin, 2015; cf. Khosravi, 2018, p. 7). These peo-
ple are indeed deeply “estranged.” Being unexpectedly thrown back, as described
above, constitutes a disconnect (Alpes, 2014) at multiple levels for those who aspired
to and moved towards global connectedness (Geschiere & Nyamnjoh, 2000).

Lamine, back in Bamako, lived with some acquaintances of his mother’s (from
France). He reported feeling very uncomfortable at being thrown into something
entirely unknown.Unlike his family, who had been legally living in France for years,
Lamine had grown up with his grandmother in Mali. She died when he was 15, and
he immediately left the village for Bamako “to feed himself.” By chance, he met a
friend of his father’s, who set up contact with the family in France. Through their
support and a tourist visa for Spain, he was eventually able to join them. Lamine’s
subsequent deportation cut a deep hole in his family’s daily life: “My little brother
is always crying on the phone. He does not understand, what has happened.” His
narratives kept up this presence far away (cf. Coutin, 2013, p. 334), and illustrated
the spatial as well as a temporal rupture in his life in Bamako.

Maher speaks of a “third space of forced return” (2015, p. 37) in which people are
obliged to live. Another “spatial disorder” phenomenon may come about when de-
portees are arbitrarily flown to the “wrong” place such as Ouagadougou or Abidjan
instead of Bamako, where I met some people who had had this experience. Such
treatment is likely to increase insecurity, disorientation, and distress post depor-
tation even more.

Even so, Lamine appeared calmer, when we met three weeks after his depor-
tation from France. The AME tried to support him in appealing his case at the
French embassy, demanding a new visa and family reunification. The process was
said to be going to take two to threemonths.Wemet a couple of times during these
weeks and also talked over the phone.We planned a visit to where he lived.Nothing
moved. One day, I was unable to reach him anymore. Eventually, and after talking
to a representative of the AME, I realized that he might have re-emigrated, either

22 Drotbohm, for instance, develops an analysis of cases of deportation to Cape Verde (2016),
Coutin for deportations to El Salvador (2013) and Peutz for forced returns to Somalia (2006).
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clandestinely via the dangerous and deadly desert route, or suddenly through a
forged visa obtained by the family. Clearly, he was unwilling and unable to continue
waiting “powerlessly,” being restless to go on. Re-emigration is an agentic reaction,
besides potentially influencing the restriction of restrictive policies as well.

Symbolism of the state

Despite the apparent ingrained symbolism of the state exercising its sovereignty
through deportations, in some of the deportees’ narratives, the state’s role remains
interestingly undefined or only broadly addressed, while others accuse it quite ag-
gressively. The state is mostly represented by the police officers responsible for
carrying out the deportation or the reception afterward, as in Abdoulaye’s and
Lamine’s accounts –butmay also be personified in the staff of a prefecture, lawyers,
social workers, or employers. Allusions to representatives of the deporting state
are often pejorative, ranging from accusatory to hate-filled – like Lamine’s, who
wanted to kill the next French person he met. Anger can sometimes be the only
possible form of revolt against the experience of subjection to unjust treatment,
violation and criminalization. State bordering practices are seldom criticized as
structural injustices but rather referred to as instances of individual suffering or
individualized in some state’s personnel. The social nature of suffering originating
from politico-institutional interventions is not identified.

At the same time, for the respondents in Mali, especially potential (re-)emi-
grants, European states served as broad screens on which to project a safe haven
of security, justice, and economic potentials. “Europe is much better than Africa,”
I was told in a multiplicity of ways. Through the media, transnational (migratory)
contacts, and networks, people are well informed about the world abroad; conse-
quently, harsh conditions are also well-known. At the same time, “it was the Eu-
ropean Union, which financed” the €50 return assistance for Brahima and Souley-
mane. Against this background, deportations may be experienced as particularly
arbitrary and incomprehensible.

In the case of deportations on the African continent, such as from the Maghreb
countries, human rights violations take place out of official and often mediatized
European or international sight, even though, or perhaps because, they occur
within the framework of the EU’s externalized mandate outside European ter-
ritory. Legal standards seem to count for less there. Indeed, deportations from
North African countries seem to be valued less by deportees themselves, consid-
ered less drastic in terms of global social inequalities and unjust treatment, even
if some of the accounts, as in the case of Salif, report extreme violence. Moreover,
although African nation-states have been deporting people in large numbers since
their independence and are now increasingly being “paid” by the EU for deporting
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African citizens to keep them away (as developed in Chapter 2), the externalization
of deportation practices from European shores to North and West Africa has
resulted in a new collectivity of return, which seems to play a role in social and
symbolic terms as well, making a return potentially less severe and shameful
for the individual. Involuntary return from a European country, by contrast, is
usually a lonesome experience. Deportations, even in cases involving a charter
from Spain, or previously France, seldom reach numbers comparable with those
for intra-African deportations and repatriations. Moreover, deporting European
states do not return entire villages or city districts, as people are usually caught
randomly and individually.

Brahima, Abdoulaye, Souleymane, and many others, who were deported from
European countries, France, Spain, and increasingly Italy, were outspoken about
preferring to stay in Bamako when they got back to Mali. From many accounts,
a return to the village is more difficult after a deportation from Europe. The “es-
trangement” between life in a European city and in the Malian hinterland can be
particularly enormous – the more so, the longer one has been away. And, several of
these men had been living in Bamako before they left. More importantly, in small
villages, the unfulfilled expectations relating to travel to Europe are impossible to
hide (see Chapter 5). Brahima, Abdoulaye, and others reported on contacts with
other adventurers, who had been deported recently by the same charter or whom
they met on their reception by the protection civile23 or at the AME. Some met with
fellow returnees randomly in the streets, as I met them. With increasing numbers
of deportees since the refugee crisis, these experiences have become ever more col-
lective.

The differences in the perceived gravity of deportation from Europe as opposed
to North Africa hint at a critical symbolism regarding which state deports. It makes
a fundamental difference whether people reached a European country before be-
ing deported or if they were forcibly returned en route. In the former case, re-
emigrating was not a simplematter, but a costly, hazardous, and potentially impos-
sible endeavor in a time of constrained mobilities. Spatial and temporal disorders
caused by deportations contribute an added symbolic charge to migration to, and
likewise deportation from, the European continent in comparison to migrations
within Africa.

23 The General Directorate of Civil Protection ofMali (Direction Générale de la Protection Civile,
DGPC), createdby order n°98-026/P-RMofAugust 25, 1998' is a centralDirectorate attached to
the Ministry of Security and Civil Protection. The DGPC, among many other things, oversees
welcoming the groups of deportees upon their arrival at Bamako airport. This institutional
assistance structure consists, however, in a veryminimal reception in the premises of the civil
protection (cf. Lecadet, 2011).
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The symbolic potency of Europe can also become a value for someone who has
already been “there.” Brahima, who stayed “only 40 days” in Tenerife, was called
“the Spaniard” and used to greet me with “Hola, ¿como estas?” It gave him an air
of sophistication and, what I term, “adventure-hood,” a combination of the terms
adventure and adulthood, related to the particular experience of the migratory ad-
venture (see further Chapter 6). Beyond the specific experiences of the migration
and deportation themselves, the symbolic meaning of the destination from which
one was deported seems to impact on a person’s return and conditions post de-
portation to a considerable extent as well. The means of transportation used by the
specific deportation regime are of importance too: whether it is a deportation by
air or over land, by plane, bus, or truck. Former deportees somehow proudly em-
phasize that they have been deported by plane. Being deported by airplane from
Europe appears to carry a particular value in many deportees’ eyes.

Interestingly, (Malian) nationality serves for many as an identity anchor dur-
ing turbulent migratory journeys. Depicting places of transit, for instance, former
deportees may compare themselves with migrants from other countries, who may
not have the same qualities, particularly as courageous adventurers.24 This under-
lines the meaning of the collectivity of travel, which becomes a collectivity both of
transit and potential return. The group of adventurers may be a source of security,
protection, and confidence in all these hazards and sufferings. Although earlier
deportees were detained upon arrival, in respondents’ narratives the Malian ad-
ministrative forces, such as police officers, airport staff, and the civil protection
service are depicted as neutral or positive in their reception and facilitation activi-
ties. One’s citizenship may keep one grounded to some degree amid the insecurity
of being thrown into conditions post deportation. Clara Lecadet (2013) has analyzed
the interrelations within deportations in transit, such as through the organization
of collective groups in “ghettos” according to citizenship, and also after their return,
when “citizenship can be used as a temporary response to the politics of rejection
by foreign states.” It “offers a form of opposition to the state’s practices and politics
which may seemminimal, but is nonetheless symbolically powerful in this context”
(p. 145). In this same vein, citizenship serves as a positive anchor for individual and
collective agency in light of rejection and abandonment by the state (p. 157).25 From

24 A related phenomenon is the organization of one’s group in the form of a national “ghetto,”
as with the Cameroonians in the Bamako market hall (see Chapter 3) or the Congolese, Ivo-
rian or Nigerian ghettos at the Mali–Algerian border analyzed by Lecadet (2013). This es-
tablished practice has become mediatized with the so-called ghettos on the route to the
Mediterranean, most notably in Oujda or Maghnia, Algeria andMorocco (cf. also Andersson,
2014).

25 Lecadet (2013, p. 157) follows “the idea of Abdelmalek Sayad that, if the issue of citizenship
has had different meanings and had been subject to changes over the past century, it was
still the only means of affirmation and recognition of a political and civil existence.”
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this point of view, involuntary and forced return to one’s place of citizenship may
have aspects of being taken to a safe haven as well, and be a fundamental source
of individual and collective agency.

Concluding remarks

This first analytical chapter has shown how deportations rupture the sociopolitical
realities of migrants’ lives and illustrates the damage inflicted by European as well
as North African deportation regimes that are reinforced by externalized controls –
controls that condition substantial aid payments to countries like Mali and enforce
cross-border expulsions there. It has done so by describing what such deportation
experiences do to deportees, personally and through broader societal responses,
based on narratives of deportation experiences detailing violent, traumatic, and
unexpected returns. Repeated refoulements, living long years in transit situations,
or hiding undocumented in Europe have impacted peoples’ bodies, their very ap-
pearance, and their sense of self. These embodied memories of various forms of
social suffering eventually become part of the notion of the (failed) migratory ad-
venture. Many live through numerous deportations and phases of hyper mobility
and waiting before they can return to their own country and, potentially, to their
village at last. For quite a number of them, deportation constitutes only one mo-
ment in their migration cycle. The destinations of deportations, and the specific
migratory journeys and back-and-forth experiences produced by the violent struc-
tures of North African and European deportation regimes, may differ, but, as the
chapter shows, there are similar patterns in almost all accounts of deportation,
and the social suffering that results is both collective and individual. Specific emo-
tions noted include alienation, stress, disorientation, fear, and anger, and a deep
sense of social injustice. Many former deportees appear restless, disillusioned, and
distressed, especially shortly after the deportation experience; they sense that they
have “failed” in their “existential quest” (Hage, 2005; cf. Stock, 2019). People may
be “doubly abandoned,” “estranged,” and stigmatized, facing even more difficulties
“at home” upon their return than they faced before – mental, physical, economic,
and social. And many are immobilized afterwards. Suffering is the expression of
how people experience and deal with these situations. This chapter has shown the
spectrum of suffering undergone by deportees depicted in their narrative accounts,
shedding light on this macro-, meso-, and microcosm of deportation experiences
and thus what impacts conditions post deportations. It has, moreover, served to
further introduce the people whom this whole study is about.

Using Kleinman & Kleinman’s terminology, forms of suffering “caused by ex-
treme conditions,” which are at the same time, or may become, “routinized forms”
of suffering through and after deportation as they continue impacting on depor-
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tees’ memories and their representations, are what is at issue here. The concept of
social suffering was introduced to best capture these entanglements. Throughout
this chapter, I have highlighted expressions of agency by former deportees, self-
organized groups of deportees and other actors as well as the broader population.
Former deportees express different forms of agency despite their subjection to de-
portation practices. Even in themost destitute and desperate situations agency and
subjectivity are possible. Nicholas De Genova (2018) speaks of the “autonomy of de-
portations” (p. 262), for example, and I have shown that mere survival can express
agency, in the shape of a restless going on, as can the decision to leave again. Even
a decision to stay expresses agency – likewise collective forms of travel, transit,
return, and protest and demands for more social justice above all. Organizations
of former deportees help – or at least try – to bridge the space between structures
and agency, capacities and desires (cf. van Houte et al., 2016).While the Kleinmans
define agency in terms of suffering from the marginalized positions of individual
people, the chapter has indicated, how all these experiences and memories of de-
portations have become increasingly collective. I will draw this point out further
in the last analytical chapter of the book, Chapter 7. The central question being
whether, in the longer run, people consider themselves as suffering (cf. Bruijn et
al., 2007) after deportations or not, will be one major aspect to be discussed in
Chapter 6. A potentially “failed,” ambivalent adventure and the suffering related to
it may, in the end, become part of suffering as a condition of life.



 



Chapter 5
“It’s [not] all about money.” – About returning with
empty hands and relational (re)negotiations in the
adventurer’s drama of return

In the context of southern Mali, money and wealth play a central though ambiva-
lent role socially, particularly in post-deportation conditions. The central narrative
of suffering and potential failure in deportees’ accounts revolves around “return-
ing with empty hands” (“les mains vides”; bololankoloun or tègèlàkoloun1) after having
left “to look for money” (“chercher de l’argent”; ka taaga wari gnini; warignini). Salif,
the father of eight children and husband of two wives whose story I told in the
introductory chapter, returned with nothing in his hands, in other words desti-
tute. Brahima in the previous chapter felt demoralized most of all because all his
money had been “wasted” – a thing to be avoided by any possible means, people
say, because it can lead to rejection and a deep sense of shame at not having made
it. Kleist calls it “the epitome of failure” (2017a, p. 184). This chapter, most impor-
tantly it is about the meaning of contributing, reproduction, and the management
of social relations.

“Family,” “leaving,” and “money” are the words I find mentioned most often
in all my fieldwork documents – transcribed interviews, conversations and notes
– when I word-filter them through the MAXQDA analysis tool.2 This assigns the
discursive level, giving evidence not only of established narratives, but also of the
practices of family/kinship, livelihood, and mobility, which are intrinsically inter-
connected in West Africa. The particular meanings of money on the one hand and
wealth more generally on the other have to be differentiated and analyzed more
carefully, however, especially, again, in the post-deportation context. According to
my respondents’ narratives and practices, money is primarily needed to support
one’s kin and for use in the livelihood economy. One has to have it to marry, to

1 "Retourner avec les mains vides" is ka segin bololankoloun in Bambara.
2 Particularly in the second field phase as I conducted more research in the rural village(s) of

return, where family connections were more explicit in everyday life and conversations.
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build a house, for education and schooling, for leaving as well as staying, not least
for participating in the consumption economy and, importantly, for acquisitions to
be used in agriculture or in building up a small business. In the end, the aim is to
become rich and bring wealth to the family. All that makes “a man.” “Money helps
to solve problems,” as one deportee summarized it. In sum,money is needed for all
the important matters in life, and wealth is considered to be what you can achieve
by means of money. It is the ultimate goal, the end result of the whole process in
terms of social status, becoming someone (ka kè waritiguiyé), and benefitting one’s
kin. Respondents consistently refer to money or means (“moyens”); this will be the
term principally scrutinized here as well.

The meaning of going out to look for money and returning with empty hands
can thus only be understood by regarding its broader social and symbolic dimen-
sions, its “cultural matrix” (Parry & Bloch, 1989, p. 1). Narratively, money seems to
be everything, but it is still not of capital importance. A common trope in Mali is
“the highly ambiguous image of ‘money,’ both as epitome of what is aspired to yet
cannot be achieved and as an almost personalized force responsible for the ero-
sion of trust, love, and a sense of moral obligation” (Schulz, 2002, p. 813; see also
Schulz, 2012, 2005; Weiss, 1996; Taussig, 1980). The monetization and commodi-
tization of everyday life in African societies has been the subject of many debates
(e.g., Jackson, 2017; Wooten, 2005; Guyer, 2004, 1995; Parry & Bloch, 1989; Hart,
1982)3: an obsession with possession is said to stand face to face with an increasing
lack of financial means and prospects (cf. Mbembe, 2007).4 Even so, money may
have a fundamentally preserving function for social relations, as Parry & Bloch
(1989) suggest in their standard work on the subject.

3 Whilemoney andmonetization are not solely related to capitalist ideology (cf. Graeber, 2011;
Parry & Bloch, 1989), commoditization refers to the introduction of market economies. Ac-
cording toArhin (1995),monetization canbeunderstood in two senses: “in the technical sense
of a generally acceptedmedium of payment,” and “in the substantive sense,” which is applied
for the purposes of this work, “of the extent to which the acceptedmedium of payment forms
the basis of transactions or interactions in areas of the economy and in the social and political
sectors” (Arhin, 1995, p. 97; cf. also Bohannan &Dalton, 1962, pp. 20ff; Wooten, 2005; Parry &
Bloch, 1989, p. 12; Taussig 1980). Commoditization, as coined by Hart (1982), is used to define
the unprecedented level of economic integration in human society and its evolution as an all-
encompassing dialectic process, related to the growth of capitalism, themarket economy, in-
dustrialism, and other aspects of life, centering on “a division of labor,” and the production
and exchange of commodities (p. 38). The term “commodification” further refers to the fact
that consumption has taken over from production as the driving force structuring society (cf.
Van Hear, 2014, p. 104; cf. Castoriadis, 1964).

4 Neoliberalism in particular has given rise to new forms of wealth and inequalities in eco-
nomic production and social reproduction (cf. Meiu, 2017, p. 157; see also Comaroff & Co-
maroff, 2001).
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West Africans have been using money for a very long time, but “the monetiza-
tion of [their] economies accelerated and intensified in the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries” (Berry, 1995, p. 299). The incorporation of West African economies
into global markets in the 1980s made states as well as ordinary people “increas-
ingly vulnerable” to fluctuations in those markets (Guyer, 1995, p. 17). Monetary
transactions became ambiguous or unstable and people tried to maintain or create
alliances and networks to negotiate successfully over goods and services. In turn,
the ambiguity of social relations rendered the returns on social investments uncer-
tain. Economic and political instabilities play into such bargaining and require a
substantial multiplication of social networks and their management (Berry, 1995, p.
309). Accordingly, money is a contested issue relating to a whole complex of social
dynamics, relations, and positions, particularly within the family. After deporta-
tion, these are challenged and need to be (re)negotiated – not least the social order
itself.

Migratory adventures have themselves become a versatile object of monetiza-
tion and commodification, and the “ultimate act of consumption” (Newell, 2012,
p. 186). As in other rites of passage, such as marriage and death, monetary pay-
ments have replaced gifts in kind, or gifts of personal support and loyalty (cf. Arhin,
1995, pp. 97f), particularly with respect to earning money abroad and remitting it
back home. Deportations disrupt this monetary endeavor. Intrinsically embedded
inmultiple social webs, they substantially impact upon social relations and the eco-
nomic stability sometimes of an entire family, being bound to affect people’s health
and sense of themselves in fundamental ways.

Even thoughmost consider themselves simply as refoulés, it does seem tomake a
difference how somebody has been deported, after how long a period of time, and
from where, so that a socio-economic repositioning is usually necessary. Money
and its loss are thus a useful starting point for fleshing out the social ambivalences
of “failed” migratory adventures in order to better understand situations post de-
portation and provide a more fine-grained analysis of them that goes beyond the
restlessness, desperation, and suffering previously described. Consequently, I want
to explore “leaving to look for money” and “returning with empty hands” as a set
of material, social, moral, and symbolic processes, practices, and representations
of value in order to understand what seeking wealth and experiencing loss reveal
about the making of social worlds after a person has been deported (cf. Meiu, 2017,
p. 143). To do so, I will empirically deepen the cases of Salif and Karim, contrast-
ing them with Yakouba, who did return with some money. This principally relates
to being embedded after deportation. Against this background, it is necessary to
reflect further on the connection between searching for money and contributing
(ka gwa dème) as a “good” member of society. In the second part of the chapter, I
will further develop this theme with regard to the subjects’ respective (re)negotia-
tions and positioning of themselves within the family and neighborhood relations
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as well as to the social dynamics of shame, silence, and gossip over time and how
they relate to contesting or confirming the social order. To conclude, I will briefly
reflect on the ambivalent social and symbolic dimensions of money, wealth and
debt vis-à-vis restricted mobilities and large-scale immobility post deportation in
southern Mali.

Salif, Karim and returning to the village: “tounga man ja” 5

Deportees describe returning empty-handed to one’s family’s village as demoraliz-
ing, deeply disturbing, and the primary source of their suffering after deportation.
Salif returned, like many others, after a time of recovery with his brother in Ba-
mako. Even though he was deported, like thousands more in the post-Gaddafi tur-
moil in 2011, he seemed to feel an individual responsibility for his loss. He was torn
between resignation and relief, between having lost tremendous sums of money
and the joy of being back healthy and alive: “It is a pity, but it is a pleasure, and also
disturbing, the money that you’ve lost,” (cf. Chapter 1) he sets the loss of money at
the center of his narrative. Before leaving the village, Salif had been saving bit by
bit. For 10 years he cultivated peanuts and bred animals. In addition, he sold his
two draft oxen. Salif is a scrawny-looking fellow, thin, but strong. Like many of his
age here, he is missing a number of teeth, which is clearly visible when he smiles.
After his return to the village, he was unable to sleep, having difficulty believing
what had happened to him. We should remember his traumatic accounts of living
in Libyan prisons given in the previous chapter:

I went for one week without sleep because this situation, in which I was deported,
was very difficult for me, especially when you see the situation of the family.
There are also some people with whom you went to the same class in school and
when you see them, they havemoney; so if you think about all that, you get upset
(dérangé), and many of my class mates work in administration, which is why I
wanted to go and search [for money] abroad. So, if it’s not possible, I’ll come back,
won’t I? [laughs]
It’s lack of means that forces us to do the agriculture, if not, one does not earn
anything you get less to eat and you have less wealth.
(Salif, 11-1-2015)

Salif ’s economic situation when he got back was much worse than before, which
obliged him to return to the village: “I had no other choice; all the money was
lost.” The comparison with the others’ success – “they have money” – had origi-
nally pushed him to leave. In his village it is clear who has money and who does

5 “The adventure did not work,” in French: “l’aventure n’est pas marché.”
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not, and it is most visible in the investments (or lack of them) made in everyone’s
houses. Corrugated iron as the roof of the house is a sign of success in comparison
to a roof made of straw; walls made of concrete are seen as a major advance on
traditional walls made of mud, as the former withstand the rainy season, which is
an existential advantage in this climatic region. Salif did not come from an over-
all poor family, though. Dolores Koenig conducted research in the area of Salif ’s
village, some ten kilometers south of the capital of the administrative area, inves-
tigating the connections between structural stratification and migration (Koenig,
2005a, 2005b, 1986). In terms of her findings, Salif came from a sufficiency house-
hold where potentially some, albeit small, investments in housing and schooling
were possible.6 Several graduate students lived in the family’s village compound,
searching andwaiting for jobs: their elder brother, a small businessman in Bamako,
was trying to find them something. Leaving to work abroad in order to support the
family financially was meticulously planned. That it did not work out (tounga man
ja) caused deep anxiety in view of the responsibility that Salif proved unable to
take on. Still, he laughed. It was like a sign of desperation, but at the same time it
somehow signaled acceptance – if he could not make it abroad, he would try here,
even if it was generally more difficult.

Karim, Salif ’s childhood friend, gave similar reports about his deportation from
Libya, which had taken place two years earlier. First, he refused to return to the
village at all:

I did not have so much money, that’s why I went to Mamoutou [my brother]; also
the aim was to rest down there. That was more comfortable for me than going
to the village directly. In this moment, it was hard for me. My spirit was tumbled
because, when you look at it, I went to school, it did not work out, and then I left
on the adventure. They deported me to Mali. I did not like this. These two defeats
marked me very much. That’s why I took the initiative to go to Mamoutou. He
and I, we could talk better and he could also providemewith some advice before I
returned to the village. I couldnot godirectly to the village, because I had left there
to go and search for money. Well, the fact that the adventure did not work out, I
did not know how to come to the village and explain this to my family (laughs).
This was difficult. My father and my mother were old, and I returned from the
adventure with empty hands. Oh, it was difficult for me to return to the village.
(Karim, 10-31-2015)

6 Dolores Koenig differentiates “sufficiency” households from “more than sufficiency” and “in-
sufficiency” ones. While more than sufficiency households are able to invest in various activ-
ities, insufficiency households often lacked the labor or capital to maintain adequate living
standards (Koenig, 2005a, pp. 84f).
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Karim impressively describes the difficulties of returning without money, empty-
handed, unable to contribute and care for his aging parents. Penniless, he first of
all took refuge with relatives for one month in Bamako. Then he went on to his
brother, who was based in the community administration of another region. “My
spirit was tumbled” and “my heart cried”7 he graphically describes his deep emo-
tions: first, his career as a teacher had not worked out, as he was sick for a long
period; and the second try supported by his brother failed. He decided to leave his
home village, go towards the Sahara and Libya and later continue to Europe. This
is the processual, but at the same time ad hoc, development of migratory journeys
that other respondents report. Leaving becomes an “exit option,” as Aminata Dra-
mane Traoré (2008, p. 34) calls it, when repeated failures – in school, education,
and agriculture or within the family – add up. However, Karim’s adventure did not
work out either: without papers, he was caught in his “foyer”8 in Tripoli, where he
was working as a private gardener. Some were able to flee over the wall; Karim was
imprisoned. After two weeks with little food and dirty water, he was flown out on
a charter back to Bamako: “I did not earn any money. This was hard (o ka gèlèn).”
He talks about his migratory “defeat.” Karim was ashamed – though he did not say
so explicitly. It was his brother who eventually encouraged him to return. At that
time, Karim was one of the first deportees in the village.

Yakouba’s return with some money

Once a migratory adventure does not work out, it means an economic setback and
immediate decrease in life chances for the whole family (cf., e.g., Bredeloup, 2017;
Drotbohm, 2015; Schuster & Madji, 2015) – it is irretrievable, as Salif said. To have
sent remittances during one’s absence would have been a better preparation for
one’s return (cf. Calenda, 2014b). Others who were able to sendmoney seem to have
had fewer difficulties, even if they returned unexpectedly and had been forced to
do so. Yakouba, another young man in the village, seemed self-assured: “I did not
have any difficulties with the family,” he announced, “because when I was there
[in Libya], I sent money and they [the family] did not wish me to find myself in
difficulty when I returned.They helpedme to do something.” In Yakouba’s eyes, the

7 My spirit was tumbled in Bambara: né hakili koun fènan kodjoukou; my heart cried: o fila faralen
gnongon kan; o yé ne dousou kasi.

8 “Foyer” describes the communal accommodation of Malians abroad, often in very basic con-
ditions. It has multiple functions such as social cohesion and security and, not least, al-
lows one to maintain oneself cheaply over longer periods of stay. Often people live to-
gether in regional and ethnic networks, even ones that are specific to particular commu-
nities and villages of origin (cf., e.g., Cagnol, 2012; Calandre & Ribert, 2012), see online for
instance https://montreuilonthemove.wordpress.com/2013/04/17/bamako-sur-seine-foyer-ba
ra-montreuils-malian-village/, accessed 31 October 2021.
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fact that he sent money was the reason for his smooth return.He came from a large
family in the village. Most of his brothers and uncles were on site. “My father was
old and I am the only son.” Monetary support was needed, so he left his wife and
little daughter “to search for money.” He earned for his journey as a farm worker
in the neighboring district and sold animals. Like Salif, he lost a fortune: for three
years he worked as a gardener and transferred a sum to a facilitator to go by boat
to Italy, but also sent some money home. He even financed his cousin to join him.
After deportation, he stayed with family members in Bamako too, but worked on a
construction site. Back in the village, Yakouba was able to buy some new animals
to continue his livestock farming. In the event, he was able to share and contribute
before leaving, during his absence, and after his return; he could thus somehow
comply with the pre-eminent requirement, that of making a contribution.

In research on returnmigration, “preparedness” (e.g., Gerlach, 2018; Plambech,
2018; Turnbull, 2018; Hernández-Carretero, 2017; Cassarino, 2016, 2004; Flahaux,
2015; Sinatti, 2011) and “embeddedness” before and after the adventure are centrally
discussed categories for ensuring a beneficial return, also in terms of development
(e.g., Ruben et al. 2009; Davids & van Houte, 2008; Kloosterman, 2006). In a quan-
titative and qualitative investigation into return in Mali, Jean-Pierre Cassarino and
colleagues’ country comparison study (2014) found that the large majority of re-
turns toMali had been involuntary interruptions of migration cycles (cf. Chapter 1):
being deprived of the possibility of deciding for oneself when, how, and whether to
go back, was shown to be the most restricting factor with regard to a decent return
and the returnee’s ability to reintegrate sustainably, as it had the most degrading
effect on his or her autonomy. Through deportation, any preparation for a return
is violently cut off and rendered impossible, “non-existent” as Cassarino puts it
(2014, p. 7; 2004, p. 20). Transnational connections can serve as source of social
belonging while away, as well as for financial and social embeddedness after one’s
return (cf. Carling & Erdal, 2014; Ruben et al., 2009). The (social) embeddedness
approach – with Kloosterman (2006) and Van Houte & Davids (2008) I understand
embeddedness to consist in the relevant context and networks established before
leaving andwhile away, and re-established after deportation – is particularly useful
for analyzing situations after deportation as it allows one to capture conceptually
the different contextual dimensions in which a person operates.9 Khosravi (2018)

9 Kloosterman's approach of “mixed embeddedness” (2006) refers to economic, psychosocial,
and social networks “and van Houte and Davids’ “multidimensional and multilocal embed-
dedness” (2008) to different contexts, and spaces – in territorial (multi-local) and non-terri-
torial terms. Van Houte & Davids highlight the importance of identity formation, which can
be disturbed after deportations by being rejected by the closest family; it can also hinder
the establishment of social networks, which are otherwise central for “re-embedding in all
dimensions” (pp. 185f) after return.
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furthermore sees the intersection of several factors, such as class, gender, age, and
ethnicity as affecting one’s embedding in society after deportation (p. 2). Prepa-
ration for one’s return is thus of central importance (Flahaux et al., 2017, p. 1).10

The lucky ones are those who are able to stay long enough to find a good job that
enables them to remit money home and thus prepare the way for their return.

Salif and Karim had not been able to send or bring anything home in material
terms. Committing themselves to work in agriculture was their last way out. How-
ever, their families enabled them to recover. Even though both had been unable
to send gifts, they had kept up contact.11 Kinship relations and the rural house-
hold served as their last refuge (Gaibazzi, 2015a, pp. 152f). The latter are put un-
der particular pressure simultaneously, which forces them to “reconstruct” accord-
ingly (cf. Carsten, 2004). Calenda illustrates how “half of the interviewees who
did receive support [from their families] also experienced re-integration problems.
Strong family expectations – e.g. of gifts, favors, financial support – constituted by
far the major difficulty the returnees experienced” (Calenda, 2014b, p. 62). Accord-
ingly, money is a central means both for leaving and for enabling a more dignified
return, even if deported. Beyond the material aspect, it appears to be one’s care for
and presence among the family that count– something that I will analyze in more
depth in the following section.

Searching for money, “success,” and the meaning of contributing

Primarily people say they are leaving in order “to search for money” (warignini),
and “to succeed” (“il faut réussir”), even if other factors are involved. First of all,
this should be treated as a discursive framing of the migration: it is considered a
legitimate reason for going, as opposed, for example, to leaving because of fam-
ily conflicts. Most of the former deportees I spoke to then named the existential
and social needs of their kin, their everyday hardship and perceived powerlessness
(“c’était la misère ici”; fatagna, geleya). For many who come from a low- to middle-class
rural background and have little formal education, a job in the administration as
a teacher or functionary, such as Salif ’s former classmates obtained, is often de-
sired but usually unattainable. Even those who go to live in Bamako have the larger

10 Cassarino defines “preparedness” in terms of “willingness” and “readiness” (2004, p. 17). Col-
lyer (2018) identifies three central factors: returnees’ work experience and skills, their social
capital, and their ability to plan their return (p. 123); for more on this subject see the conclud-
ing chapter.

11 According to Cliggett’s work with Zambian migrants, contact with the family is the most im-
portant thing while they are away (2003, p. 544).
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part of their family back in the village, like Brahima or Abdoulaye, whom I de-
scribed before. Everyday hardship and a certain powerlessness (fatagna), as referred
to above, have been discussed as existential conditions, characteristic of everyday
life in Africa (e.g., Féliz & Rosenberg, 2017; Mahkulu et al., 2010; Chabal, 2009, pp.
150ff; Bruijn et al., 2007; Jackson, 2005a).

The repercussions of economic liberalization cause feelings of “abjection”
(Ferguson, 2006, 1999) and becoming part of a “global precariat” (Standing, 2011).
Schulz (2012) has elaborated on the Bamana term geleya recurring in daily conver-
sations in Malian urban contexts, particularly since the devaluation of the FCFA
referred to in Chapter 2, indicating “the emotional and material dimensions of
the daily struggle to make a living”: “money affairs have become difficult” (wari ko
gèlèyara), a shortage of money creates a general feeling of helplessness. Mbembe
(cf. 2007; 2001) and Buggenhagen speak of a “moral crisis” (2012) even threatening
the very basis of society.12

Eventually, all this leads back to a more general African discourse on “the fault
of money,” referred to in the previous paragraph, and its absence as a cause of
poverty and suffering, as one side of the coin. In conversations with respondents,
a narrative presentation of this kind may additionally be fostered by the power
discrepancies in our research setting, which are impossible to bridge (see Chapter
3). Back in the 1930s,Meyer Fortes, one of the pioneers of the anthropological study
ofWest Africa, identified the reference to poverty in people’s self-representations as
stereotypical (Fortes, 1936; cf. Ungruhe, 2010, p. 263); it was a practice that I found
to be indeed widespread and conspicuous, and which could in itself suffice as a
productive basis for analysis and insight. Clearly it cannot be denied that people
live with, and leave as a result of, the existential and structurally induced need for
a livelihood, as prominently discussed already. Obtaining money to care for one’s
kin usually plays a primordial role in this; furthermore, it is a way out of the moral
crisis mentioned.

Adama, whom I call the modest philosopher and artist of life in Bamako and
who came originally from a small village on theMalian border with the Ivory Coast,
brought all these aspects together in an exemplary way. He recalled his intention
to leave his mother’s home when he was only 12 years old, back in 1984:

Adama: Everybody left because when there is no money, you have to leave.
Susanne: Was that the case for you too?
 
 

12 Mbembe and Roitmanmoreover figure that “the crisis is exiled to the domain of the inexpli-
cable” as the enduring crisis and the transformations going along with it “are not necessarily
correlated to precise factors and historical referents, even if one is aware” of them (1995, p.
338).
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Adama:Well I… I felt like leaving… It was also that I had to leave for elsewhere. Like
my parents, everybody was in a terrible situation (“étaient dans la galère”) (Adama,
1-7-2016).

Miserable poverty and a consequent need to contribute to the family were at the
core. By that time, structural adjustment measures and privatizations were star-
ting to have a negative effect.The downturn in agriculture that followed came after
several droughts, in which the effects of climate change began to become slowly vis-
ible, while at the same time, the need for consumption started to rise and increased
people’s dependence on off-farm incomes (cf. Wooten, 2009).13 Adama went on to
describe his first years as an adventurer, mainly within the region:

Yes, I was young. Because I started with Burkina… And a very new bike… At that
time, this bike signified a success! (laughs)
I did not even stay for two months before I left again … I went off down there and
stayed twoor three years … I returned. But since I have been leaving on adventures,
I have barely stayed two, maximum three months in the village. When … I come,
I stay a little bit of time and I leave again. After I left for Senegal, I did not send
any more news. In those days, there were no mobile phones. The people thought,
maybe he is dead. It’s embarrassing, when you don’t have anything. Ah, it’s not
good if you don’t have money, that’s embarrassing. As if you didn’t have a goal.
(Adama, 1-7-2016)

Beyond the existential hardship of the family, which obviously required Adama’s
financial support, a new bike was the aim of his adventurous endeavor to warig-
nini. Today it would be at least a motorbike, Adama laughs. These new signs of
success and status go beyond the “traditional” aims of earning money for the bride
price and contributing to the family livelihood (cf. Ungruhe, 2010). People want to
buy, to construct and own the requirements for an increasingly modern life. Many
simply state that there is no money where they are – particularly that income from
agriculture can barely bemonetized in light of low prices for surplus cropswhile the
majority of the harvest serves for the subsistence of the family, without sufficing
for the whole of the year.14 In the city, people can run small businesses and do
little jobs without much schooling (see further Chapter 6). “There is nothing here,”
was something I heard very often, and, more specifically, “there is no money in
Mali.” The latter reflected the then current feeling of increased uncertainty, crisis,
and powerlessness caused by the Malian conflict. Mbembe speaks of an “incessant
imperative to travel far away to earnmoney” (Mbembe, 2007, p. 305), even if money

13 Gaibazzi describes the differences between “for money” and “for life” production in a Gam-
bian Soninké village (2015a, p. 143).

14 Usually additional grains need to be bought towards the end of the dry season; here for cash
is needed.
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itself has a “highly ambiguous image” (Schulz, 2002, p. 813). At the same time,
schooling is seen by many as a mere delay.

The real economic conditions hardly enable anyone to make money in the
village, but besides that according to local beliefs earning money on site is for
strangers only and otherwise beneath one’s dignity; to do it is thought to damage
one’s status as a person and impair one’s honor (cf. Whitehouse, 2012; Jónsson,
2007). Jobs that are considered low-status and are assigned to strangers only
can, however, be done elsewhere, in the city or abroad (Diawara, 2003a, p. 77). In
fact, young men do engage in some economic activities on site, as many do not
have the capacity or opportunity to leave, or the family may require them to stay,
particularly in conditions post deportation (see further Chapter 6).

Even so, young men in particular have traditionally been expected to leave, not
least in “functional” terms to learn how to become the head of a family, by knowing
how to take decisions and lead and by being generally able to take care of things.
For some, migration has also been a way to gain independence and escape from
family pressure (de Haan & Rogaly, 2002, p. 7, cf. Koenig, 2005a, p. 80), to follow
a certain lifestyle, to buy consumption goods, and eventually to achieve wealth for
the family. In this sense, they learnt to remit from very early on (cf. Hertrich &
Lesclingand, 2013, p. 181). Dolores Koenig observed: “While some elders … showed
concern about the timing of migration or the behavior of a particular migrant,
they did not question the appropriateness of migration itself” (Koenig, 2005a, p.
80). Talking about his schoolfellows, Salif said that driving a motor to leave on an
adventure is often said to be the mark of those “who have made it.”15 This kind of
comparison with one’s neighbors can also be discussed alongside the concept of
“relative deprivation”: proximity and perceived similarity are seen as key factors in
the selection of a reference group for comparison of one’s economic status (Stark
& Taylor, 1989). When migration and mobility are seen as strategies to improve
one’s life chances, as long as social inequalities persist, relative deprivation may
be a motor for expectations of migrating and achieving something. As a successful
migrant, one can form part of the transnational exchange and remittance economy
and build even more powerful networks of support. Meanwhile, the realization of
a migratory adventure itself has become a highly expensive endeavor, often achiev-
able only with the help of social networks and relations. Moreover, the probability
of success has decreased substantially through externalized borders and migratory
restrictions making migratory “failures” much more common.

Most people are webbed into a dense cluster of social relations and networks
that require constant reciprocal exchanges. “If you havemoney, you can support ev-
erybody,” Yakouba’s uncle claims in the sense of Marshall Sahlin’s concept of “gen-

15 The notions of envy and jealousy are at the heart of the migratory adventure and link to old
notions of Mandé as I will show in the next section.
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eralized reciprocity” (1965), a relation where everything circulates freely to even-
tually balance out all accounts, even if that may be particularly difficult between
parents and children.16 Money is part of everyday relations, not only in the villages
in the south of Mali to ensure the intimate ties between a son and his mother, but
also in the much more generalized reciprocity that is practiced between neighbors,
friends, and also absentmigrants. Relationships are constituted through exchanges
of money and gifts, particularly in times of crisis (cf. Buggenhagen, 2012). Not only
elder brothers, but also fathers and uncles or mothers and aunts may contribute
to one’s adventurous journey or to building up a business or funding any other
activity, as much as they can. These contributions are sometimes mentioned by
the way in the respondents’ narrations, as if they formed part of an exchange that
could be taken for granted. Otherwise, not taking over one’s “care duties at certain
life stages would be interpreted as an expression of disrespect or personal failure”
(Alber & Drotbohm, 2015, p. 11).

Former deportees often claim that they decided to leave by themselves, after
informing a hierarchically higher male relative. In fact, the family head may no
longer be able to support their journeys as was previously the case. This renders
the son’s adventure economically even more important for the family, while im-
buing it with more familial and potentially moral power. The intergenerational
conflicts this may generate will be discussed in the next chapter. Given the idea
that the individual serves the collective good, a person’s wealth lies in his or her
labor and capacity to contribute: wealth has, therefore, long been considered to
consist in people (Meillassoux, 1981), and not in land, though access to land used
to be easy (cf. Lentz, 2006).17 In the end, people can obtain money, realize projects
and become someone, which is what wealth is considered to be in current terms.
This powerful institutionalization makes some even sneak out through “abrupt de-
partures” (Koenig, 2005a, p. 89) without telling anybody. Usually, these endeavors
have not created major constraints, at least not in the cases reported to me. The
son’s autonomous decision rather links in with the concept of an adventure as a
project towards man- and adulthood. As a self-evident and necessary component
of family livelihoods and embedded in the broader household strategy (cf. Massey
et al., 1993, pp. 436ff; cf. Chapter 2), however, plans, to (re-)emigrate, can be re-
fused by the family head as well (Koenig, 2005a, pp. 88f). Preferences for staying

16 Mauss realized earlier that some relationships never balance out, e.g., between amother and
a child. In the form of an “alternating reciprocity” one repays one’s parents by having children
oneself (cf. Graeber, 2011, p. 91; 405n.21).

17 Land is likewise attached through people and labor (Shipton, 2006, pp. 229f). This is admit-
tedly a rather simplistic presentation, as access to and possession of land have been shaped
by a multiplicity of historical and current processes and experiments since the colonializa-
tion of property rights and the colonists’ local handling of complex symbolic, material, and
spiritual meanings (Lentz, 2013; Shipton, 2009, 2006; cf. also Whitehouse, 2012).
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or leaving, particularly within family contexts, are hard to disentangle: “individual
agency … remains a perplexing area” (Carling & Schewel, 2017, p. 14). Through de-
portations the reciprocity enabled by themigratory adventure is endangered.What
this “shortage of money” eventually implies for familial and social relations will be
developed in what follows.

Social and familial renegotiations and positioning post deportation

Even if the traumatic experiences of the journey hit hard and cause sensations of
restlessness for both young and older deportees, it is the loss of money, expressed
in the emblematic phrase “returning with empty hands” in its material, but more
than that in its symbolic dimension, which substantially impacts the individual
and his or her relatives. It further leads into the core of the social situation post
deportation and its essential ambivalence.

On shame and ”fa den sago”

All the deportees described so far demonstrated feelings and uttered expressions
of shame and embarrassment as a result of, as they say, not having “found” money
yet or,more importantly, having lost it. Many shy away from returning to their par-
ents’ village. Salif and Karim were unable to sleep. Others, restlessly again, took the
hazardous route to the north, like Souleymane or Madou in the previous chapter,
in order to achieve their objective. According to Scheff (2003), shame appears the
moment one does not conform to an expected role, as when “seeing one’s self neg-
atively from the point of view of the other” (Scheff, 2003, p. 247, building on Cooley
(1922) and Darwin (1872)). Deportees such as Karim or Salif were far from conform-
ing to the obvious expectations of returning “successfully” and fulfilling the role of
the adult son by taking care of the family.Worse than that, onemay be left debased,
traumatized, and with one’s honor and dignity impaired. Deportees often usemal-
oya to describe their sensation of shame to which I gave a prominent place in my
introduction to this study and my discussion of potential “failure.” Salif speaks of
“la honte” (see Chapter 4), the French translation ofmaloya.The Bambara expression
maloya, usually translated as “shame,” but also as being shy or embarrassed (Adama
used the French equivalent – c’est gênant), is one of the most important principles
in Mandé societies to indicate correct behavior (cf. Brand, 2001, p. 16). First of all, it
has a socially preserving function and also a positive connotation. Moreover, mal-
oya is sign of nobility (hòrònw) and separates free people from slaves, who are said
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to have no shame (ibid.).18Thus feeling shame is considered as something positive
and status-enhancing. The shame returnees talk about as a threat to their sense
of self is thus of an ambivalent and very particular kind. As a sentiment central to
keeping society together, shame may prevent one from returning home to save not
only one’s face, but also the reputation of the entire family. As “the master emo-
tion of everyday life” (Scheff, 2003, p. 256), shame is key to understanding social
life and relations, although it may be only a minor threat to the (social) bond. Most
importantly, though, anticipated shame is continuously present in almost all so-
cial interactions (ibid.), and this conception of shame fits in well here as, in Mandé,
relationships are of primordial relevance for human being and personhood:

In Mandé, relations exist prior to the person: it is only by means of social ties
that one can achieve personhood. An isolated individual does not have the slight-
est significance socially, and economically a life without social relations is not vi-
able either: relations are important sources of information, resources and support
(Brand, 2001, p. 14).

These norms and ideas of respectability and central relatedness in the conception
of (masculine) personhood are hegemonic notions around which Mandé society is
organized and to which it adheres. They imply a positive debt, in the sense of a
“debt of life” (Latour, 2003, p. 186), or “family debt” (Mbembe, 2007, p. 28) toward
one’s close relations and the primordial and general reciprocity described before,
not least as these norms help to constitute the social fabric and social cohesion.
In the African context, one can speak of multiple forms of debt or “indebtedness”
(Shipton, 2006) in social (as well as economic) relations, which signify something
positive and productive, as will be shown.

Individual happiness and affluence, social harmony and the respect of others
are thus only possible through compliance with socially prescribed roles (Brand,
2001, p. 134). Consequently, one can only be a respected and upright person in rela-
tion to and in the eyes of others (pp. 14f).19 Ideals of masculinity are usually deter-
mined by respect (bonya) and commonly established modes of joking (senankuya)
between different social and ethnic groups, built on the assumption of an un-
challenged authority. Money allows one to be a respected son, friend, and father.
Against this background, the loss of money puts one in danger of serious disgrace

18 According to this belief, slaves would not be able to distinguish, and thus apply, the social
rules of correct behavior established for the nobility, who preserve respect and their honor
accordingly. Among themselves, however, slaves are able to display shame, which enables
them also to discuss issues that may not be confronted by noblemen (Brand, 2001, p. 16 n 13).

19 Even if there are fewer situations considered shameful for aman than for a woman inMandé,
“the consequences of disgrace are said to be more serious to men than to women” (Brand,
2001, p. 18).
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particularly as “a man”: “one has not made it” (“on a pas réussi”) refers to this hege-
monic foil. In the end it was anxiety about not conforming to the expected role in
others’ eyes that drove Karim and others to stay away from their village in order
to save face, a good name (tògò nyuman), and positive social recognition (cf. Steuer,
2012). Literature suggests this is tantamount to the fear of social death (Bredeloup,
2017; Lucht, 2017).20 All these conceptions merge in the expression fa den sago that
may be applied to people after deportation. It means “the capacity of one’s will,
desire or aspiration is suspended or has stopped.” In its social dimension this may
have dramatic consequences. Broulaye, Salif ’s neighbor, explained the meaning of
money in supposed “failed” adventures as follows:

If you return without money, you may be called lazy (fa den sago). The idea is that
you are not someone who fights, as if you do not have any ambitions anymore,
as if you are an individual without heart. That means that you don’t want to go
there (“là-bas”) that you don’t want to succeed. And yourmother gets criticized too,
yeah, yeah… That’s what may be being said among the half-brothers or cousins:
you don’t want to get on; you don’t want to work. You can’t cope with possible
difficulties. (Broulaye, 11-7-2015)

Laziness is a summarizing term for fa den sago. Underlying it is the idea of an in-
complete person without heart and soul. At its center, fa den sago refers to the social
dimension and relatedness of the person, and thus to the expectations attaching
to a person’s actions for the common good. As in Mandé relatedness comes prior
to the person, questioning one’s will to be active is questioning one’s integrity as a
good member of society. Fa den sago is made up of the Bambara expressions fa den,
which literally translates as “child of the same father,” but also means “jealousy” (as
in the sense of fadenya); and sago, which means will and desire. Consequently, fa
den sago signifies that the will of the father’s children or, better, of his family, is not
fulfilled.This intrinsically relates to the social expectations of migratory success as
far as the kin are concerned being literally left unfulfilled by one’s monetary loss
through deportation. In fact, fa den sago is a narrative depiction of social death. It
is against this background that Adama preferred his parents to think he was dead
rather than stopping to try to find money, being embarrassed and unable to allevi-
ate his parents’ poverty; at the same time, it is to guard one’s respect and sense of
self. While away, many did not call their families to avoid telling them about their
complicated situation.

Broulaye was surprisingly open in commenting on others’ situations and po-
sitions after deportation. He had left for Libya to continue on to Europe, but had

20 Sylvie Bredeloup speaks of the “anguish of returning empty-handed,” as the “anxiety of facing
others and their views, of humiliating one’s relatives because of one’s failure” (Bredeloup,
2017, p. 147).
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returned. Even if he could not prepare as he would have wished, he had been able to
save some money. Most significantly, he decided to return of his own volition. The
most important elements that contribute to a more successful reintegration seem
to be retaining one’s autonomy and dignity. So Broulaye seemed to speak from a
place where he was not in danger of being accused of laziness or “failure.” Karim,
on the other hand, did not leave the family compound during one entire month: “I
could not leave as I did not return with anything. … I was anxious.The people could
not ask me for money as they knew that I had come with empty hands.” Beyond the
family, he feared the villagers’ malicious talk. Everybody knew that he had come
back penniless. Some people are reported to have been rejected by their communi-
ties (cf. Tounkara, 2013), but these need to be seen as extreme cases as mentioned
above (see Chapter 1).

Even if Yakouba was able to partially prepare for and embed his return so-
cially and financially, he went to the family hamlet some kilometers outside the
village immediately after his return. He wanted to engage in some agricultural
work, which “needed to be done immediately.” At the same time, hamlets in the
countryside are spaces out of sight of the extended family and other villagers and
far from their observing eyes and talk. They provide a certain kind of privacy and
autonomy, and thus the possibility of recovering from a state of disturbance after
a deportation. For Karim, it was the people who were close to him socially, who
helped him out of his desperation: “My friends visited me to chat. It was they who
made me, little by little, go outside the family compound. From time to time, we
went for a walk. After that, it also worked with the others.” There seem to be dif-
ferent social dynamics at stake in getting on with the situation after deportation.
The questions of social distance or proximity as well as who to trust and to rely
on, all relate to kinship relations, friendship and importantly the broader village
population, literally the eyes of the others. I will do a breakdown of them in the
next section.

Ambivalent (intimate) relations post deportation
Karim and his brother were our hosts in the village. We were accommodated in
the ample courtyard, placed very prominently, sleeping in the most modern house
that Mamoutou had constructed. Karim’s brother had climbed up the social ladder
and become mayor in his home community. He was oftentimes away taking care
of his family in Bamako or participating in meetings. Karim, Birama, and I spent a
lot of time together. Unlike his brother, Karim was calm and reserved. He warmed
up and became more open, particularly as his elder brother was absent. After his
deportation, Karim was the formal head of the family (“chef de la famille”; sòtigi).
Mamoutou was living in another region. Karim’s father wished him to stay and
take care of them. “I would have left again otherwise,” he says. “My brother cannot
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financially support his family [in Bamako] and back home.” Karim signaled his
responsibility and desire to contribute. By staying, he was able to guarantee the
continuity of the family compound and farm. In the meantime, their father died,
and Mamoutou became family head on his return as mayor. Importantly, Karim’s
deportation and financial loss apparently did not translate into a loss of status for
the family. Both Karim and Salif became (interim) household heads. Still, Karim
depended on others’ financial support, including that of his elder brother.

Brothers are said to play a central role in hegemonic conceptions in Mandé.
Through all the stages of migration and return, respondents reported that their
brothers supported them by lending money, providing accommodation, and acting
as a friend or a communicator with the rest of the family. Yet, as intimate family
members, brothers may, in fact, have an ambivalent role. Salif ’s neighbor Broulaye
explained this specific relationship:

For example, certain elder brothers finance the journeys of their younger brothers.
So, if the younger brothers don’t succeed in entering [Europe], their elder brothers
are upset. They can blame the little brothers for being lazy (“fainéant”). But that’s
not exactly it. Everybody has his destiny. Such accusations often make return mi-
grants and refoulés see themselves as obliged to try to re-emigrate to be able to
find the money to refund the money from the elder brother. On the other hand,
others tell the refoulés that it’s not that serious, and that the essential thing is to
be in good health – so that they can still work to earn. (Broulaye, 11-7-2015)

Lack of success, again equated with laziness and justifying anger at the younger
brother, who “failed” even though he had support, leaves the latter vulnerable to
being pushed to set off again, financially indebted to the elder brother. Mamoutou,
Karim’s brother, may have been disappointed as well, but he received his brother
openly and supported him while the latter recovered. According to Yakouba’s
mother’s report and Salif, people are often simply relieved and grateful that the
returnee has come back healthy and alive. Yakouba, though, was not very happy
when the cousin he had funded to join him in Libya was also deported afterwards.
This social space of negotiation is a good example of the difficulties inherent in
“failed” adventures that potentially compromise the entire family. Still, the most
important thing is that one survives as a person to go on and thereby contribute,
the neighbor concludes. The returnee is obviously not socially dead in these cases.
Moreover, in saying “that’s not exactly it,” Broulaye is referring to a widespread
notion from cosmology and ultimate sense making: in the end, everything is part
of one’s destiny, which it is still possible to activate through one’s commitment
(see Chapter 7 for more on this topic).
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Broulaye illustrated a specific relational ambivalence21 caused by the situation
of the forced return. It relates to more general constructions of social relations,
and Mandé conceptions in particular. Despite all “defeats” there is a sort of self-ev-
ident solidarity and support in intimate kin relations.While the individual family is
existentially and economically impaired by the brother’s, son’s, or nephew’s unex-
pected loss, the supposed intimate kin relations are obliged, and privileged, to offer
loyalty and internal support to a certain extent (cf., e.g., Jackson, 2017, pp. 103ff).
The rupture through deportation puts these hegemonic conceptions and intimate
relations particularly to the test. Literature underlines that close social relations,
intimacy, and money are uncertain (cf., e.g., Geschiere, 2013; Graeber, 2011; Parry
& Bloch, 1989) and fraught with ambivalence (Jackson, 2017). While kinship may
carry an “axiom of amity,” according to Meyer Fortes, a Tallensi proverb suggests
“familiarity is better than kinship” (1949), even if both may overlap substantially
(cf. Jackson, 2017, pp. 131ff). Keith Hart (1988) concludes that it is easier to trust
friends in economic relations than one’s kin (“as friends are free,” p. 189).22 In this
uncertain terrain, “losing” money is in either case a tricky, and, above all, a morally
loaded issue.

Brothers are constructed as playing antagonistic parts in polygynous families,
in everyday life as well as in migration.This centers around the concepts of fadenya
and badenya (cf., e.g., Bredeloup, 2017; Jackson, 2017; Gaibazzi, 2015a; Jónsson,
2007; Jansen, 1996; Bird & Kendall, 1980). Fadenya, literally translated as “rivalry,
jealousy, and antagonism,” is said to generate opposition among children with the
same father but with different mothers, and particularly among brothers, driving
young men to engage in heroic actions in order to stand out. The elder brother is
usually placed higher in the family hierarchy. Jealousy is a strong tool of autonomy
here. As already said, envy of others’ successes and achievements is a primary mo-
tor for leaving. Badenya, by contrast, refers to children of the same mother (ba) and
is a metaphor for harmony,more likely to stimulate people to accept their situation
and the constraints imposed, for instance, by the authorities.These concepts are to
be understood within the embedding context of the polygynous household, where
co-wives have to compete for often scarce material resources and personal favors
as well as specific blessings and care.These derive from the patrilineal line through
the children and their father (cf. Jackson, 2017, pp. 146f). Thus, the social standing

21 According to Monika Palmberger (2019), the term “relational ambivalence” defines ambiva-
lence “as a product of relationships individuals engage in” (p. 14). This fitswell into the context
under discussion, where people consider themselves not as having relationships but as being
relationships. (See further Chapter 8).

22 Friendsmay not be directly affected, and reciprocitymay be evenmore of an issue of negotia-
tion. Marcel Mauss (1954) calls friends “the true locus of society” (Hart, 1986, p. 189). However,
in amoment of crisis, friendsmay slip awaymore easily, while familymembers have a certain
obligation to bond and belong (cf. Jackson, 2017, pp. 103f).
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of the mother is intrinsically connected to the migratory success of the son, due to
society’s attachment to migration.23

From the perspective of fadenya, Karim left on an adventure in order to seek
independence, manhood, and the capacity to contribute to the family vis-à-vis his
elder brother. Mamoutou supported him to achieve this aim.Mandé discourse im-
plies the younger brother has to leave the paternal compound in case of conflict
and become autonomous. The younger brother is envisaged as returning success-
fully as a potentially violent stranger or hunter to replace the elder brother as the
compound chief, when he needs support or replacement: the “hero is welcomed
only on troubled days” (Jansen, 1996, p. 681, after Johnson, 1986, p. 42). Neither
Karim nor Salif returned as a hero or successful adventurer. Contrariwise, it was
again their elder brothers who had to help them out, thus reasserting the hierar-
chy between the brothers. Still, both were welcomed, not only as survivors of their
adventures, but also economically for guaranteeing the continuity of the paternal
compound. Formally, both had attained social adulthood many years before, but
had to face up to their inability to participate in reciprocal exchange on every level.
This created tensions within their financial and social expectations and relations.
Both Salif and Karim complained about their economic constraints, and Karim
led a humble life in comparison to his successful brother. Mamoutou took care of
Karim and restored his morale even if the fact that they have different mothers,
but the same father, would suggest they might compete according to fadenya. Even
so, this may have added substantially to Karim’s sensation of being left behind.
Kinship seems to keep its promise of amity and care, by serving as refuge and
savior (cf. also Wiedemann, 2018) – despite potential rivalries, the preservation of
hierarchies as well as the ambivalence between obligations, (be)longing, and expec-
tations (unfulfilled). Still, such situations remain precarious and need to be dealt
with, particularly when it comes to the broader social and village context.

Revisiting the social order – talking or not talking

Everyday gossip and talking about other people is a constitutive part of everyday life
in southernMali, particularly in small-scale communities or defined groups (which
may also include civil society, as described above). Many of the respondents spoke
about having been mocked after their return, mockery being understood as some
kind of by-product. Brahima faced substantial mistrust and alienation in the mar-
ket place in Bamako (see Chapter 4). People did not know what he had been doing
abroad, which gave them a reason for suspicion. “It is obvious who is a deportee,”

23 For example, if the son of one co-wife migrates, the other co-wife would do everything to en-
able her son to leave as well (cf. also Nyamnjoh, 2010, p. 134). An opposing discourse implies
that the mother is left alone when the son departs.
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said Salif ’s neighbor Broulaye describing the situation. “People may even call out
‘refoulé, refoulé’ in broad daylight and point a finger at you.” He laughed about the
open shaming as he talked. “And then they denounce your mother,” he says point-
ing out the probably most crucial connection. An open acknowledgement of one’s
supposed “failure” may even reinforce the shame of returning empty-handed (Ver-
mont, 2015), which is “aggravated by the public ridicule” (Kleist, 2017b, p. 184). This
has to do not only with the (intimate) family; whether the broader community talks
– either openly or behind one’s back – or does not talk is central as well. Mockery
can sometimes be directed against one’s close family as well oneself, though, be-
sides shaming, it may at the same time have a correcting and preserving function.

Gossiping and mothers’ roles in the adventurer’s success
According toGeorge PaulMeiu, talking about the othersmainly serves to determine
what it means to be a good member of society: “gossip, rumoring and scandal are
central modes for the production and alteration of belonging” (Meiu, 2017, p. 149).24

While on the one hand it is argued that gossip serves to preserve the “unity” of a
group (cf. Gluckman, 1963) (which is in line with the preserving function of shame
mentioned above), it is additionally “a way of dealing with emerging conflicts and
contradictions and generating intimate alliances against oppressive political and
economic hierarchy” (cf. Meiu, 2017, p. 149). Deportations, as we have already in-
dicated, bring about substantial conflicts and contradictions in social worlds. Niko
Besnier (2009) emphasizes that the real and substantial consequences of gossip
for people should be considered as well as its power as a political tool. In this
sense, gossip can actively reshape social worlds.25 It works like an “indirect dia-
logue” about norms, values, and thus existing hierarchies in a kind of “semi-public
sphere” beyond the usual “face-to-face situation” (Pietilä, 2007). Sooner or later,
a person or group that is gossiped about usually learns what is being said about

24 In GeorgeMeiu’s examples of young rural Kenyanmen (Morans) seasonally working as beach
boys to become “young big [rich] men” through transactional sexual relationships with white
western women, it is not financial loss but so-called “shortcut money” that causes villagers’
malicious talk about the “evil” and transient nature of immoral earnings. But rather than sim-
ply insulting the young Morans, young women also use gossip to express their fascination
with and desire for them, which can eventually lead to secret love affairs; a similar ambiva-
lence is expressed by other young men in search of income opportunities and upward mo-
bility, for whom the young Morans represent aspirational idols. While the young men are in
one way emasculated through gossip, they become masculine in other ways by this practice
(Meiu, 2017, pp. 148ff).

25 Besnier’s (2009) illuminating study based on 40 years of field work on a small Pacific island
shows that gossip has not just the abstract function of social control of morality but real con-
sequences for people: gossip is shapedby sociocultural processes that involve the community
as a whole; it forms part of hegemonic discourses and the opposition to them.
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them. Besides its preserving function, gossip can thus effect change of behavior
and “review the order of things” (cf. also Drotbohm, 2010, p. 54).26

“People’s mocking should not be taken too seriously,” said Broulaye explaining
his amusement at people’s reaction to a refoulé’s return. His explanation comes as
a surprise and might rather have indicated his own embarrassment vis-à-vis me
with regard to such behavior: principally, joking relationships (senankuya) inMandé
allow mockery, accusations, and also harsh critique under the umbrella of mutual
amusement and pre-established bonds. Such relationships can also consist in insti-
tutionalized social behavior to cope with forms of loss.27 But, it would be difficult
to characterize mocking refoulés and gossiping about them as features of joking
relationships. The latter are a specific institution in multi-hierarchical Mandé so-
cieties, creating a field free from rivalry by assigning specific joking partners (cf.
Brand, 2001, pp. 16ff). Mocking and gossiping on the other hand are fully power-
loaded, rather enforcing old hierarchies or generating new ones.

The most important role played by mothers is in the gossip of the village pop-
ulation or social circle after a deportation: as Broulaye reported above, “and the
mother gets criticized too, yeah, yeah.” Such resigned and seemingly careless ac-
knowledgement of this everyday reality hints at a connection which needs to be
carefully analyzed, primarily in order to understand the specific dynamics of gos-
sip, talk, and silence in this context. Eventually, it is the mother, who is in danger
of being blamed for the adventurer’s breakdown, which could potentially imply his
social death (fa den sago). Broulaye explains:

If a migrant returns with sufficient means, people say that his mother is a kind
person, who respects her husband. But the migrants who have not brought any-
thing back are criticized by certain villagers as if their mother had beenmalicious.
That’s a frequent criticism here in the village. (Broulaye, 11-7-2015)

The criticism that calls the mother into account is not expressed in front of the per-
son concerned, but done secretly instead, Broulaye continues. Otherwise, it would
engender conflict. In this way, social harmony can be preserved, he is convinced.
Against this background, silence, non-communication, or limited communication
appear strong tools to cope with the reactions to an unsuccessful return. “I did not
say anything,” “we did not talk about it” are frequently a part of narrations. Often,

26 Importantly, gossip is not only constitutive of the person who is gossiped about, but also of
those who sit together and chat, as it creates a space of trust and “truthfulness” (Drotbohm,
2010, p. 54).

27 Michael Jackson depicts ritualized forms ofmourning and grief, as having to do not only with
the death of a person, but with losses of objects, homelands and ideals, enabling others to
contemplate them together with the person immediately affected and thus to relieve them
– through shared suffering – from the privatization of pain, and at the same time contribute
to reconstituting the social order (Jackson, 2017, pp. 73ff).
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there is one person of trust who can be spoken to intimately, a brother, as in the
cases of Salif and Karim, an uncle, or a very close friend. While Karim was eventu-
ally led back into village life by his trusting friends, Salif remained silent: “Here? ...
No….” Salif never said anything about the difficulties of the journey, prison, deaths
at sea, and his deportation:

Here it’s difficult because you cannot tell it with your own mouth because the
people know quite well that you’ve done six months in prison and that you went
in the Zodiac28, but they want you to tell them yourself; otherwise, you’ll be a
liar and they will announce it everywhere. They will also say that the difficulties
you had on your adventure or when you were deported, were the fault of your
mother, because she did not obey her husband. That’swhy one does not talk about
the difficulties of the journey. So, if you succeed you tell people, and if you don’t
succeed you say nothing. Our life is difficult, because everything depends on your
mother; everything you have will be owing to your mother (bè bi ba bolo). (Salif,
11-1-2015)

Even if the people around him knew something of the trouble he had had, he would
not spell it out openly. The moment Salif started to lament the difficulties he had
experienced, he would be accused of being a liar, he reasoned – as if admitting
“failure” would destroy the collective image of success and adventure. Instead of
entering the quagmire of the village rumors, potentially damaging not only his
own reputation, but, more importantly, that of his mother, Salif preferred to re-
main silent, if only to deprive them of any reason for calling him a liar. This was a
measure taken to save face and maintain respect for himself and his mother. One
AME staff member similarly admitted, “This suffering that you have been through,
you cannot talk about it” (field notes, 10-28-2015). Salif never said anything to his
mother himself. It was his brother who passed on some bits and pieces of informa-
tion.The same applied to his first wife with whom he had already had five children
before setting out on his journey. Bothmother and wife had been greatly in favor of
Salif ’s quest for money. Fatoumata, his wife, smiles: “Yes, I was very happy, when
he got back. But when I heard people speaking about the deaths at sea and that he
suffered in prison, I did not like this at all.” The villagers’ gossip, based on hearsay,
informed her about the circumstances of her husband’s suffering abroad.

The background for such gossip is the primordial relevance of the relationship
betweenmothers and children inMandé. Not only domothers evoke the profound-
est feelings of respect, but a certain complicity is assumed between children and
their mothers. Once grown-up, sons in a patrilocal and polygynous household are
expected to take care of their mothers (Brand, 2001, p. 17), who brought them into
the world and took care of them through every essential step in their lives. One’s

28 Small rubber boat, see Chapter 1.
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mother’s social standing and blessing are considered the keys to personal success
– in the adventure too, as revealed above. Similarly, in terms of badenya, they are
relevant to the success of the community as well (p. 21). All this is condensed in
the Bambara expression bè bi ba bolo that Salif referred to and that translates as
“everyone is in the hands of their mother (ba).”29 It reflects the Mandé belief that
gains as well as losses are related to and explained by one’s mother’s behavior, good
or bad.The supposed strong bond between mother and son can have very negative
repercussions on the outcome of a son’s bid for success. According to Salif:

The moment you return, people say bad words about your mother. When anyone
gets to Libya or Spain, people say that their mother is good, because her child
has crossed the sea or the Sahara without dying. So if such a person returns, their
mother is bad, that’s what the people say. ... So, if you cross, your mother is good;
if you return, your mother is bad. (Salif, 11-1-2015)

Whatever kind of behavior the child displays, the mother is indirectly made re-
sponsible for it in everyday small talk, and her reputation suffers or improves by
turns. If an adventurer is successful, it may even increase people’s envy and jeal-
ousy. “Our life is difficult,” is how Salif evaluated this moral economy relating to
the migratory adventure with the mother at its social core, while my co-researcher
Birama sat next to me and laughed, bitter and amused at the same time. Salif was
describing a hegemonic discourse and everyday practice that I often encountered
during my fieldwork: something an outsider might dismiss as mere superstition is
the firm local belief of many andmay involve severe consequences for the individu-
als concerned.Not obeying or disrespecting one’s husband30 is considered grounds
for severe reproach as it fundamentally undermines the husband’s personhood. A
refusal to have sexual intercourse would endanger social reproduction and thus
the future of the family line, and can be a powerful tool for women, particularly in
polygynous constellations. Broulaye remained vague and diplomatic regarding his
opinion of mothers’ bad faith, which eventually saved his face as well: “Well, I agree
that the woman should respect her husband in the correct way; the children they
will have will be blessed.” Unlike his father, Karim’s mother had severe difficulties
in accepting her son’s “failure”: “That’s because women love their children somuch,”
he reasoned.31

29 In French : "Chacun est dans les mains de sa mère". Brand, e.g., notes that no one can “go beyond
his mother” (2001, pp. 147f).

30 In Bambara: fourou mousso mi tè à fourou tiè bognan or fourou mousso mi tè à fourou tiè kouman
kan sabati.

31 Tellingly, hardly anyone would acknowledge that his own mother had been the subject of
gossip. If they admitted anything, it would only be having heard of someone’s mother who
was.
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Women, notably as wives and mothers, are points of reference for various sto-
ries in gossip, but also for common beliefs and sayings.32 Not least, such beliefs
should be understood as conveying an implicit fear of women, their existential and
creative powers, particularly birth-giving women and their bodies (cf. Ba, 2015).
These are part of discourses where women engage with occult powers associated
with the bush (“la brousse”) as the domain of sorcery. In this vein, “misbehaving”
women can be perceived as threats to the stability of the community (badenya) and
the social order (Jansen, 1996, p. 680) that they are supposed to guarantee.33 In
the end, gossip about an adventurer’s mother can be seen as a measure to en-
sure the community’s social integrity. Women become suspect at the moment of
their son’s unwanted and supposedly unsuccessful return.This clearly goes beyond
Meiu’s discussion of ambiguously successful Samburu men, where mothers are
not mentioned any further for their role in everyday gossiping.The fact of mothers’
constituting a central theme of everyday gossip under post-deportation conditions,
underlines their centrality in the maintenance of social well-being and social order
at least; they are highly admired and redoubtable at the same time.

The power of silence
Silence was not only described as a widespread behavior after deportation, in our
conversations too people would suddenly stop talking, their voices would become
bitter, or they would find an excuse to change the subject or stroll away. As I have
said, not everything can be expressed in words. Traumatic experiences play a role
in this, but the shame of not having made it and the money lost in the eyes of
the others seem to count more, even if we are speaking of a particular and also
positive form of shame here. Plambech (2017, p. 150) speaks of the “sealed lips”
phenomenon after deportations. Silence seems to have multiple functions. Silence
(fo ye ma fo [literally “not greeting”] or ka mougnon) and silences (Jansen, 2005, p.
334) in Mandé are, among other things, said to have a preserving function in the
light of shame and to maintain respect (cf., e.g., Schulz, 2012, 2005; Jansen, 2005;
Diawara, 2003b; Brand, 2001). Accordingly, controlling one’s emotions and saving

32 HeikeDrotbohm confirmswith others that gossip stories very often include a gender-specific
connotation (2010, p. 54).

33 In patriarchal societies, witchcraft is usually associated with dark spiritual female power (cf.
Jackson, 2017, pp. 120ff). Jansen (1996) explainswomen’s relation to sorcery inMandé oral tra-
dition through their mobility: after marriage a womanmoves out of her paternal or brother’s
compound to her husband’s. In the process she crosses the bush and arrives as a stranger in
her husband’s village (cf. Van Hoven & Oosten and Jansen 1996, p. 680). Women’s agency
may be hidden as much as possible, but everybody is aware of women’s secret strategies and
power (to manipulate). As long as women do not openly threaten the social order, though,
nobody will stop them (Brand, 2001, p. 154).
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face, as Salif did, are honorable and desirable actions in circumstances where affect
is seldom expressed openly (Brand, 2001, pp. 16ff).

From an analysis of the Bosnian civil war, Eastmond andMannergren Selimovic
(2012) highlight different agentic functions of silence, among other things “to pro-
tect social relations and affirm a sense of normal life” and as “a way of protest-
ing and making claims, especially from a marginalized position” (pp. 506ff).34This
agentic conceptualization of silence fits our context well: through silences people
navigate the precarious social field post deportation. Silences may allow amutually
respectful cohabitation to continue in spite of traumatic memories and demoral-
izations. Lately, silence has received increasing attention in the discussion of kin-
ship relations, of belonging and relatedness. Heike Drotbohm identifies silence as
a productive activity, which defines the in- and outside of intimacy.35 In that sense,
Salif preserved and delimited the intimate relationship with his mother through
not speaking. This may have also allowed a conspiratorial silence between the two.

The villagers’ hegemonic gossip and talk about loss of money generate new
hardships and contingencies after deportations. Contrary to the preserving func-
tion of silence, speaking about others not only shames them, but can intrinsically
harm their well-being (Meiu, 2017, pp. 169f). In this light, mockery of and gossip-
ing about “failed” adventurers and their mothers are particularly powerful acts and
signal a warning review of the order of things. Likewise, they can be seen as an
outcry against the direful political and social realities brought about by migratory
restrictions and deportations. In contrast, within ambivalent family and neighbor
contexts, actively keeping silent may be an even more effective “power element”
(Drotbohm, 2010, p. 65) to preserve and potentially influence kinship relations as
well as the moral and social integrity and order under review. Speaking and not
speaking constitute effective social tools, which are mutually interdependent. Ma-
madou Diawara sees “the Empire of the Word” as the counterpart of silence “on
both an ontological level and as a hegemonic social configuration” (Jansen, 2005, p.
334; cf. Diawara, 2003b, p. 285). His complex analysis of silences in Mandé builds
on the Bamana proverb “la silence est l’aîné de la parole” (“silence is the elder brother of
speech”). This sets silence hierarchically above speech, which links in with Mandé
values of not speaking and respect which are inherent in the concept of maloya,
eventually.

34 EastmondandMannergren Selimovic (2012) conceptualize silence broadly as “a formof social
communication that is as rich and multifaceted as speech and narration. ... There are great
cultural variations, ... in the valuation and uses of silence in human interaction, including as
a means to approach sensitive or potentially disruptive subjects” (pp. 505f).

35 See conference report online: http://affective-societies.de/2017/aus-der-forschung/the-prize-
of-belonging, accessed 31 October 2021.
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Gossip and silence after deportations thus seem to reconstitute each other in
a kind of productive exchange and complementation. While the reality is highly
morally loaded, socially and economically complex, silence and gossiping are ways
to get around the loss of money and the difficulties of contributing as expected.
Both try to preserve social relations and their order, but at the same time to chal-
lenge them, giving space to renegotiate kin, friendship and broader social relations
in the village or the neighborhood, along practices of distancing and proximity, in-
timacy and withdrawal. The mother’s position at the center of these practices of
gossiping and silence perhaps expresses the intrinsic fear of a deterioration of the
social order induced by deportations and migratory “failures” most notably. Simul-
taneously, knowledge of the hazards of the journey as well as the frequency of de-
portations has substantially changed over time. Behavior towards and acceptance
of refoulés have been similarly impacted.Thewomen in Yakouba’s family compound,
for instance, reported that they had heard from other villagers about the journey’s
difficulties and possible hardships; dramatic depictions on the radio and television
also alerted them. The new “normalcy” of deportations (cf. Galvin, 2015) and mi-
gratory constraints has created collectivities of deportees in the villages around,
where memories of the journey and sufferings are shared.There seems to be more
openness towards such “failures” even if the loss of money, and the consequent dif-
ficulty of achieving wealth and becoming someone, constitutes the “real” drama of
return. I will further develop these aspects in the chapters that follow.

The ambivalent role of money and debt
under post-deportation conditions

I started with the observation that everything seems to be about money, in order
to find out more about its social meaning in conditions post deportation. It has
become clear that there is not one meaning of money or its loss; rather there are
multiple ones which are situationally defined and constantly renegotiated (Parry
& Bloch, 1989, p. 23; cf. also Appadurai, 1986), as well as fundamentally questioned
and put under constraint by the rupture of deportation. The primordial difference
that money makes is to be seen rather in its symbolic value and related reciprocal
obligations. More than that, following Parry and Bloch, the symbolism of money
may be regarded as only one aspect of a more general symbolic world of trans-
actions (not necessarily monetary or economic), which relate to “some absolutely
fundamental human problems” (Parry & Bloch, 1989, p. 28). In conclusion, I want
to reflect from a theoretical point of view, on the social repercussions of money
loss, which has so far only been discussed in relation to its multiple forms of debt
and social obligations.
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Revisiting the meaning of money, potential debts and reciprocities

“It’s only money that counts here, not the age anymore, nor the wisdom.” A for-
mer deportee from Libya is depicting a radical world, thoroughly monetized and
commodified, seemingly cold, brutal, and distant, turbo capitalist, neglecting “tra-
ditional” values and indicators of respect in West Africa, towards older men in
particular – that is, if we take this quote literally, out of context. Throughout the
chapter, I have developed the dense web of social relations that factually embeds
deportees, observes them, comments on them, and engages in their life after de-
portation. Despite the danger of being called fa den sago – the equivalent of a social
death sentence – people do eventually return and go on.They have taken overmoral
and social responsibilities and obligations “fulfilling age- and gender-specific roles
to [their] family and community” (cf. Hernandez-Carretero, 2015) appropriate to
their life course. Money plays an important role here, being necessary to get on in
life and to increase one’s life chances and those of one’s extended family. Not being
able to contribute means not being recognized according to the established norms
of “gendered authority, status and social mobility” (Guyer, 2004, p. 147).36

However, contributions in any direction have become uncertain in light of polit-
ical inequalities and constraints. Migration is ever more restricted and dangerous,
raising its social, political, human, as well as financial price over recent decades.
Success and contributing through migration are no longer to be taken for granted.
People may have large debts before even leaving for abroad. Deportations throw
the former adventurer, his kin and close social contacts into additional and unex-
pected debt relations, and thus contribute to economic inequalities, scarcities, and
an overall “moral crisis.”The refoulé is often no longer able to repay his debt, at least
financially, and thus to participate in (money) exchange and in what is described as
a continuous reconstitution of social relations and the kinship system (cf. Jónsson,
2007, pp. 55ff). He rather increases his dependencies and multiplies debt relations
– potentially in financial, social, emotional, and moral terms; even if he has paid
in large part for the journey himself as Salif and others reported. Deportees often
speak of an individual responsibility for their “failure.” Their social relations are
disturbed, tested, and put under constraint. Money cannot take care of shame (cf.
Buggenhagen, 2012). Rather, these relations are actively renegotiated, for instance,
through gossiping and silence. At the same time, maloya, the Mandé concept of
shame, implies a positive connotation, as returnees’ sensing and applying to it ex-
presses respect for oneself and others, potentially correcting and preserving good
relations and community cohesion.

36 Jane Guyer speaks of a “political economy of recognition” – money which “ranks people on a
scale according to profiles of achievement and good fortune… rather than structural ascrip-
tion…” (Guyer, 2004, p. 147).
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Arjun Appadurai, like others, assigns a particular power to debt: “Not opposi-
tion, but diversion” as Roitman (2003, p. 214; emphasis in the original) summarizes
the appropriate paths and modalities of exchange (cf. Appadurai, 1986, p. 26), debt
represents a moment when particular truths about social relations are revealed.
Not only in the African context, can debt be seen as very basis of human and social
relations (cf. Roitman, 2003, p. 212). According to David Graeber (2005), all hu-
man interactions somehow imply some form of reciprocity. Debt “then, is just an
exchange that has not been brought to completion,” and the relations, which are
deeply moral, remain uneven: it is what happens “in between” (pp. 121f). Debt rela-
tions can thus be seen as indicators of existential human relations, where potential
ambiguity and ambivalence come particularly into play, “the society is our debt” (p.
136). On the one hand, economies and networks of trust provide the basis for the
possibility of debt for an adventurer’s endeavor in the first place. When money is
lost or not obtained, reciprocity does not balance out. Hierarchies may remain, or
shift depending on whether one has money or not. Likewise, the inherent ambiva-
lence of social relations, particularly with family, entails a large spectrum of fraud,
jealousy, and envy, the “negative reciprocity,” this demanding, narrow, and tiresome
aspect of the family (Geschiere, 2013, p. 71, building on Marshall Sahlins, 1965).37

The everyday web of social interdependencies and reciprocal relations is particu-
larly challenged. Powerful family networks can, as a matter of course, handle such
situations with more facility than looser networks, as can better-off families. Un-
certain monetized and commoditized personal relations and networks make those
involved in the commodity of the migratory adventure particularly constrained.
Former adventurers’ brothers may become oppressive and demanding when their
money has been lost or has not been obtained as expected; and mothers too may
be put under serious constraint.

Janet Roitman (2003) speaks of a “productive power of debt” as a mode of ei-
ther affirming or denying sociability. She refers to Sarthou-Lajus with “debt breaks
with the logic of exchange […] because it induces deferred exchange, or intervals
of time, that reorganize such relations through the multiplication of possibilities”
(1997, p. 18; after Roitman, 2003, pp. 213f).38 Such creative and productive concep-
tualizations of debt in the context of human relations may eventually give space
to the re-creation of social relations, networks and intimacies, and “a multiplica-
tion of possibilities” indeed. In the sense of Shipton’s “serial entrustments” (2006),

37 Peter Geschiere aims to analyze the negative sides of trustful relations created by the social
obligation of gift-giving, “observing jealousy and aggression within the intimate circle of the
family” (cf. 2013, p. 71).

38 This approach implies that debt is productive of something and that the productivity of debt
is not necessarily revealed in thosemoments where disorder confronts order (Sarthou-Lajus,
1997, p. 18).
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an expected favor could “be passed on to someone else and … keep moving” (p.
17). One’s loss of money could be transferred, endlessly passed on, and eventually
never repaid.39 Debt in this sense has the potential to strengthen and reinforce
social bonds.

Against this background, nurturing one’s contacts and networks is centrally
important in every social and migratory respect. Adama was not the only one who
relativized this seeming obsession: “In fact, it’s not about money only. You have
to have good contacts in order to get anywhere.” Some parents’ wish for their son
or daughter to remain after a forced return was linked to their wealth as a person
and his/her potential to take care of them on the spot: “If you leave your suffer-
ing parents behind without any assistance that’s worse than returning with empty
hands,” Broulaye summarized. He would not leave again even if someone offered
him a lot of money. My findings seem to mirror what Molly Roth concluded about
Mali: money “represents a far less substantial and durable form in which to store
wealth than social relationships” (Roth, 2005, pp. 129ff). Still, both are intrinsically
interconnected, with wealth being the ultimate aim. The above quote from a de-
portee from Libya hints at a change in social values, particularly visible between
generations, in which the monetization and commoditization of social relations,
against a background of economic corrosion, are of central importance: when the
older generationmay no longer be able to support the younger as it used to (includ-
ing helping them depart on an adventure), andwhen the practices and expectations
of contributing are changing. It is like an adjusted reciprocity, in which the debt
diminishes, is transferred, or opens up new possibilities. So, building on the notion
of a “productive power of debt,” on Roitman, Sarthou-Lajus, and Shipiton, such so-
cial and familial debts are to be seen as intrinsic parts of relations, of reproducing,
renegotiating, and potentially guaranteeing social cohesion.

Concluding remarks

This chapter set out to analyze the social meaning of money after deportation.
This has meant empirically developing and contextualizing deportees’ departing
in search of money with wealth as their ultimate aim but unexpectedly returning
with empty hands, within the different forms of (re)creating (exchange) relations
and reproduction. After deportation, social relations and positions may be under

39 Parker Shipton’s concept of entrustment refers to practices of borrowing which permeate
social relations between family and community members. Local credits and debts are highly
symbolic and potentially cut deep as obligations shaping identities and cultural existences.
Such entrustments may include “delayed marriage payments, or school fee payments from
elder to younger kin, reciprocatedmany years later or in indirect ways” (Shipton, 2006, p. 17).
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constraint and require substantial readjustment in a society where the relatedness
of a person and the social dimension matter particularly. (Missing) economic con-
tributions cannot be thought of outside their relationality and social context. More
than that, the entire family may be indebted and suffer from the loss on the ad-
venture in the long run.

The powerful emotion of shame, maloya in Mandé terms, plays a central role
both by being anticipated and feared, but likewise in preserving as well as poten-
tially recasting social bonds. Maloya is thus an ambivalent, but powerful moral,
emotional and social signpost. Even if there are many more refoulés today than be-
fore, stories and gossip about mothers and brothers still play a prominent role,
while gaining and losing money remains at the center of observation and accusa-
tion. One central thesis has been the difference it makes to obtain money during
one’s travels and remit it back, even if one is deported in the end. Such “guaran-
tees,” as they might be called, build economic and social security and better embed
an involuntary returnee economically and socially. He has been able to prepare at
least to some degree – a condition that has been widely discussed in academic lit-
erature as necessary above all else for a beneficial return and reintegration. Silence
and gossip are powerful political tools for reviewing the social and moral order
shattered by the political realities of forced returns and may simultaneously con-
stitute potential agentive ways out, not least through retaining some respect and a
good name (tògò nyuman).

In the end, it seems not to be all about makingmoney in order to obtain wealth.
Wealth lies in a person counting up the degree of his or her social embeddedness
and value for the common good. These can be recovered and restored even if the
person in question is morally condemned at first. Often, the returned son tries to
reintegrate into the household as a last refuge, while adapting to the family econ-
omy on site. Many respondents describe themselves as being obliged to stay where
they are (“on est obligé”; “on n’a pas de choix”), although the past adventure and a poten-
tial new one may continue to form part of their everyday life. The real loss and the
memory of the loss may, nevertheless, be constantly present, as Salif ’s and Karim’s
cases demonstrate. They centrally impair one’s financial capacity and responsibil-
ity toward the family. In this sense deportations have to be integrated into the
circularity of family livelihood, social adulthood, and reciprocity. Young men post
deportation try to recover their dignity by going on to become good people. The
next chapter will expound how this is done through recovering and renegotiating
one’s masculinities.



 
 
 





Chapter 6
“On se débrouille.”1 – (Re)negotiating masculinities
after deportation through everyday suffering, hard
work, and (im)mobilities2

The recovery and renegotiation of masculinities after deportation is a key factor in
re-establishing oneself as amember of society and for the purposes of everyday life.
In this chapter, therefore, the crisis caused by deportation and restricted mobility
will be analyzed as a specific challenge to the masculinities of both younger and
older men. Deportation entails a “true danger of emasculation,” that is to say that
the loss of money involved not only becomes a symbol of “failed” achievement, re-
sponsibilities and adulthood, but, more broadly, questions one’s personhood,mas-
culinity and membership of society, even though “success” through adventure has
become much unlikelier today, especially as a result of EU intervention in sub-
Saharan Africa. Chapter 5 focused on showing how gossip and mistrust may pre-
sume that one lacks the spirit, ambition, and strength (fa den sago) for the haz-
ardous journey, narratively implying one’s social death given that “money is at the
heart of social exchange and codes of male respectability” (Gaibazzi, 2015a, p. 113;
also Osella & Osella, 2000), and that the danger of being economically dependent
on someone is the greatest threat to the latter (Gaibazzi, 2015a, p. 78) and a ma-
jor source of suffering. This chapter complements its predecessor by highlighting
masculinity and the strategies employed by former deportees to get by / eke out a
living (“se débrouiller”) and recover in the post-deportation everyday.

Young men in Mali face multiple constraints today, evoking a sense of crisis
that has been discussed in the scholarly literature.3 Against this background, an

1 “One gets by” also in the sense “one ekes out a living.”
2 Parts of this chapter have been previously published in Schultz, S. U. (2020b), reprinted by

permission of the publisher (Taylor &Francis Ltd, http://www.tandfonline.com).
3 A crisis of youth leads to a crisis of reproduction and a so-called “crisis of masculinity,” seen

as mostly driven by economic and structural factors (e.g., Cornwall et al., 2016; Weiss, 2004).
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increasing number of “young” unmarried men and even full adults have been hav-
ing, and still have, difficulties in living up to the norm of becoming a breadwin-
ner and the head of a household (Cornwall, 2016; Schulz & Jansen, 2016). At the
same time, their fathers, in their positions as older men and family heads, have
been struggling to support them, which could eventually result in their losing their
sons’ respect. Over the last two decades as well, women have increasingly been
contributing financially or even becoming household heads themselves, although
this has not been happening out in the open (Schulz, 2012). Emigration could have
offered those multiply constrained younger men a means of gaining the status and
responsibility of social adulthood, particularly of becoming a “proper fully adult
man,” but deportation cut short their journey to social maturity. Possibly immobi-
lized, in Mali as in other countries in sub-Saharan Africa (cf. Honwana & de Boeck,
2005; Comaroff & Comaroff, 2001; Mbembe, 1985), deportees join a generation “in-
the-waiting in the double sense” (Schulz, 2002, p. 806; cf. Schulz & Diallo, 2016, p.
227)4.

For most men staying and engaging with life where they are after deportation
is often perceived as their only option, and it is often the express wish of their fam-
ilies, shameful and unworthy as it may first appear. The imperative of looking for
money remains, not least to overcome one’s suffering. Nevertheless, as described
in deportation studies, former adventurers can convert their suffering into a new
status defined by courage and fearlessness (Schuster & Majidi, 2015, p. 643; cf. Ku-
sow, 2004)5 and thereby recover and/or reinvent their masculinities. One might
thus assume that only the physically and mentally strongest stay (given the fact
that the journey allowed only some to survive at all), trying to free themselves from
a certain “culpability,” recover their dignity6 and become good people (above all for
the community) (Bredeloup, 2017).

4 Not onlywaiting to gain senior status, but alsowaiting for their parents, aswell as the state, to
create the conditions to enable them to do so. Deportations only worsen any such conditions.

5 Maher writes that refoulés renegotiated their inferior status by creating “a new system of
counter-honor as a way to manage or “offset” their stigma as “failures” (Kusow, 2004, p. 194,
after Maher, 2015, p. 351f).

6 Dignity is a meaningful concept, an emotion implying social skills as well as strategies for
alleviating suffering (Youngsted, 2013, p. 12). It is similar to the Malian concept of danbé, lit-
erally translated as dignity, honor, or reputation. Schulz (1999) describes danbé for Mali as
“the honor and prestige [one] gains from living up to the expectations” of one’s people (p.
282; cf. Whitehouse, 2012, p. 88f).
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Studying masculinities and “failed” migration

My analysis here is informed by different aspects of masculinity studies. Raewyn
Connell defined hegemonic masculinity as a practice that legitimizes some men’s
dominant position in society and justifies the subordination of the ordinary male
population and women, and other marginalized or complicit ways of being a man
(Connell, [1995] 2005, pp. 76ff). Connell’s then groundbreaking work remains very
useful for considering masculinities in the plural, as made and remade by their
specific social, historical, cultural, and geographical contexts and practices, and
shaped by power relations, a critical factor in discussing men and migration (e.g.,
Ingvars & Gíslason, 2018; Hibbins & Pease, 2009).7 “The dislocations of migration”
(Cornwall, 2016, p. 17) present a particularly interesting site for a rooted intersec-
tional analysis. Migrant men’s acquired hegemonic ideals may provide support for
them in a transnational social space or be enacted in an exaggerated “hypermas-
culine” fashion to compensate for a marginal position (Hibbins & Pease, 2009, p.
6).

Regarding the Malian and the broader African context, Schulz (2012) suggests
asking which aspect of patriarchy is affected, instead of claiming thatmasculinities
are in crisis: difficulties not only derive from relations between men and women,
but more substantially from those between men. In a theoretical reformulation of
the concept of hegemonic masculinity, Inhorn (2012, p. 30) calls for a concept of
“emergent masculinities” understanding “manly selfhood … as an act that is ever in
progress.” This concept is particularly helpful for discussing deportees’ sometimes
volatile and precarious daily life, enabling an understanding of how “men navigate
and adapt to their changing social worlds” (p. 60).

After deportation, migrants’ constructions of their potential masculinities,
which provided support abroad or while in transit, may suddenly be turned
upside-down. At the same time, however, the hegemonic foil of becoming a
breadwinner and head of a household remains of central importance. This chapter
describes how deportees try to navigate their masculinities and form part of their
communities, the particular challenges they may face, as well as what they bring in
to enable them to go on. It does so by continuing to examine the empirical case of
Brahima in Bamako and introducing Seku and his grin8 in the small village close to

7 Despite criticisms that it is one-sided, static or simplymistaken (e.g., Broqua&Doquet, 2013;
Schulz, 2012; Inhorn, 2012; Beasley, 2008; Lindsay & Miescher, 2003), Connell’s conceptual-
ization of hegemonic masculinities in relation to subordinate, complicit, or marginal ones
([1995] 2005, pp. 76ff), has been extensively adopted and cited as useful, including, recently,
when discussing men and migration (e.g., Ingvars & Gíslason, 2018; Charsley &Wray, 2015).

8 A local term for a group of people, often men, who gather around a small stove to brew a
drink, usually strong green tea, socialize, and pass the time.
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Kita. Brahima and Seku offer insights into the concepts and practices that enable
them to manage their endangered hegemonic masculinity after deportation. The
specific forms of suffering that deportees describe in narrating their deportation
experiences (see Chapter 4) may be reinterpreted for the purpose of recovering
their dignity and becoming someone (ka kè waritiguiyé). Moreover, hard work and
courage, as well as getting married, may help them to manage the everyday.
Against this background, some kind of recognized “adventure-hood”, as I term it,
is integrated into a new repertoire of deportee masculinities. In particular, the
chapter takes the generational aspect of deportation into account, shedding light
on potential differences between younger and older male deportees.

“I am obliged to stay where I am.” – Restricted mobilities, suffering,
and working in Bamako

The case of Brahima demonstrates the tension between feelings of stuckness,
proactive engagement to stay, and a continuing longing to leave after a (forced)
return in an urban context. In Chapter 4, I described how Brahima returned
to Bamako in 2008, shocked that he could have been deported, facing mistrust
and alienation back in the central market among his former colleagues and close
friends. He felt obliged to stay, representing himself as “the Spaniard” and being
recognized as such, as described in Chapter 3. At the end of 2015, in the second
year of our acquaintance, we met for a longer conversation. Birama and I asked
Brahima to evaluate his situation in comparison to the previous year:

Sincerely, it’s ok. I’m doing well and I thank God. Leaving for Europe would please
me, but there is the problem of means (moyens), which I haven’t got. I’d still like
to leave, but there’s the problem of the means. Other than that, I’m doing well.
There is nothing bad. It’s OK. (Brahima, 12-12-2015)

Seven years after his deportation the central element in Brahima’s narrative was
his desire to leave for Europe again, as opposed to his inability to do so. Still, he
said “it’s OK” and he thanked God, summing up his situation and feeling of con-
strained mobility. Nonetheless, hardship had increased. This placatory framework
could also be seen as a narrative strategy to gloss over hardship and discomfort
in order to save face – as discussed in the previous chapter. Thus, pretending to
be well would have been the specific aim of the narration instead of revealing his
actual state of mind and potential suffering. Brahima gave a coherent account,
justifying why he needed to stay. The sensation of “stuckedness” (Hage, 2009) that
he expresses is somehow legitimized; the theme of leaving again and of having left
once already is predominant. It indicates an intrinsic longing tomove on in life and
become someone as a person.GhassanHage called the idea that a viable life presup-
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poses a form of imaginary mobility, “existential mobility” on an “existential quest,”
a sense that one is “going somewhere” also in “socio-existential” terms (Hage, 2005,
p. 471; cf. 2009; cf. Stock, 2019). Stuckness, on the other hand, is “existential im-
mobility.” It presumes a clear lack of agency, particularly as a man, as mobility and
manhood are intrinsically connected. Most importantly, both can be perceived and
imagined, rather than physically existing, and still dominate one’s everyday. Ac-
cording to Hage, the “heroism of stuckedness lies in this ability to snatch agency in
the verymidst of its lack” (2015, p. n.d.). Imaginative talking about leaving, individ-
ually or among a group, can create agency. Beyond this, promoting one’s decision
to stay and justifying one’s obligation to do so is a central motif of talk and eventu-
ally a lived reality, whether in an adaptive psychological mode or one of proactive
acceptance (cf. Carling & Schewel, 2017), which can be likewise agentic. I follow
these entanglements throughout the rest of this chapter, not least because they are
intrinsic aspects of restoring masculinities.

As Imentioned, however, everyday hardship had increased for Brahima in com-
parison to the previous year. His expenses had grown and the employment situa-
tion had got worse, reminiscent of Salif ’s descriptions in Chapter 5.

This year, it’s not easy […] It’s the work. I eke out a living (“je me débrouille”) here
in the shop (butiki). That’s not at all my objective, but if you don’t have any other
possibility, you are obliged to accept. That’s obligatory. That’s as if I visit you and
you prepare la bouillie (Bambanakan: sari; English:mash) forme. I’ll eat it, knowing
that there are no other possibilities. (Brahima, 12-12-2015)

Even though he felt expressly constrained, Brahima showed conviction and consis-
tency in the way he kept on going, working and earning his small income. At the
same time, his decision to adapt on-site did not rule out the potential of leaving
again. To exemplify this obligation to accept everyday hardship and reciprocal re-
sponsibility, Brahima referred to the allegory of the traditional mash, “la bouillie,”
the common breakfast among farmers in West Africa.9 Having la boullie for lunch
or dinner is considered a sign of lack of means as people generally only eat it in
the morning.The traditional lunch and dinner is tô, also made of sorghum or from
corn. It comes along with a variety of sauces. Having la bouillie for all your meals
makes it obvious that the family cannot afford to purchase the ingredients for the
sauce. In view of the high value placed on hospitality in rural southernMali, usually

9 La bouillie is mostly made from one of the many forms of Malian sorghum or from corn. The
various forms of sorghum are the most widespread grains in Mali; they grow despite the dry
Sahelian soils. They are thus considered to be the grain of the “poor” rural population. (See
online, e.g., http://moulindelamousquere.pagesperso-orange.fr/pages/mali/cereales-afrique.
htm, accessed 31 Octobe 2021.) For la bouille, the corn is pounded, mashed and then boiled,
then one adds shea butter and eats it with sugar.
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expressed through the abundance of food and drink offered to a guest and often
involving the slaughter of poultry or a sheep, serving la bouillie as lunch or dinner
creates a shameful situation. Whatever the guest might think of being served la
bouillie for lunch or dinner, however, the imperative of hospitality would prevent
him or her from refusing the meal offered by the host. In order to preserve social
harmony, there would be no choice but to eat the humble meal offered, or in other
words there would be no possibility of Brahima’s doing anything other than staying
in Bamako for the moment.

After his return from the Canary Islands, Brahima had almost immediately
gone back to work, thereby showing masculine courage. His uncle commented ap-
provingly when asked if he was touched by his nephew’s unexpected collapse: “Well
… he started to sell mattresses.This is already something.” Having accepted that he
had to stay in Bamako, Brahima tried to be a breadwinner, even if he described
himself as dissatisfied. From that small economic base, he had worked his way
up, he was even able to marry back in his village, thus carrying out the role ex-
pected of him. In 2015 Brahima was taking care of his sick mother and his wife
who stayed with the extended family in Bamako. Still, he preferred to remain in
the capital rather than return to his parents’ village, and he was very hesitant and
evasive when I asked him if we could visit the village together.

Beyond autonomy and anonymity, the city does offer some real economic op-
portunities such as possibilities for earning a small income through the extensive
economic market structure, trade and (inter)national exchange even though it may
be on a day-to-day basis; “le petit business” as people tend to say. This can be done
without much schooling. Further, working on a construction site, as a watchman,
or as a gardener may be a possibility. Importantly, the city also offers many differ-
ent prospects of consumption. Brahima had been a Bamako dweller since he was
ten, when his parents sent him there to earn his living with his uncle, and a rural
village could hardly keep up with the modern standards of the capital, in Brahima’s
view. Charles Piot, on the other hand, has aptly illustrated the claim that rural vil-
lages (of the Kabre in Togo) are “a site… of the modern, one that is as privileged as
any other” (Piot, 1999, p. 178). Others have shown that the rural cannot be so eas-
ily separated from the urban in Africa (cf. Ferguson, 2006, p. 167f). This is evident
from people’s intra-mobility patterns and the high degree of interconnectedness
between the rural and the urban nurtured, not least, by the dense social web and
embedding of many people, exemplified here by the family’s receiving medical care
in Bamako.10 Still, negative perceptions of less desirable, remote rural areas are
widespread in the respondents’ accounts as well as among the wider population.
In Bamako, Brahima seemed to be able to have an active life which corresponded

10 The latter relates to the centralized infrastructure in Mali, where somemedical treatment is
only available in Bamako.
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more closely to a “Western” image of “modernity” and urban life: in addition to his
many familial and economic caring responsibilities, he practiced taekwondo six
days a week. This enabled him to remain physically strong and to somehow par-
take in, or at least get a taste of, a more popular city life.Without being able to read
andwrite in French, he was very active and connected via Facebook and other social
media. He showed off two fancy smartphones, the latest of which had been bought
and sent by a friend in France. In this connection, Sasha Newell has analyzed the
Ivorian “bluff” (Newell, 2012), a means of gaining prestige not through migration
but by producing an image of success based mainly around (Western) clothing that
is beyond the men’s real economic means.11 All these seem to be important features
of consumption and worldliness, a form of manly maturity or wisdom, which may
contribute to Brahima’s standing as a (deported) man in the city.

Even if he was obliged to stay, the hegemonic trait of mobility and being an
adventurer continued to be omnipresent. His uncle and foster-father joined in the
talk about re-emigrating: “If he [Brahima] wants to leave again, I will agree to it,”
and he repeated the common narrative: “No, I cannot refuse to let him leave. Why?
(loud voice) If he leaves, it will be to make money. If he earns a lot of money, it will
help everybody in the family. If a child is courageous, he will simply leave!” The
courageous man is thus the one who disregards all the hazards and leaves in spite
of obstacles and a potential obligation to stay. The cultural trait of emphasizing
out-mobility is mirrored by the social situation. Brahima’s family is of Soninke
ethnicity, which is credited with an extensive migratory heritage. Basic convictions
such as “everybody can make it,” and even more “a man is made to travel” imbue
our conversation and exemplify the expectations of migratory adventure and their
intrinsic connection to becoming and being “a man.” Brahima is very clear about
what he actually aims to do:

The main objective [laughs] is to leave here from Mali to go to Europe. You see,
the first time, I left for Spain; this was for searching for money to continue on to
Europe. … Unfortunately, I was deported (refoulé). Since I’ve arrived here, I don’t
want to stay in Mali anymore, I feel like returning. Europe and Africa, there is a
very big difference between them– at the level of income. In every respect, Europe
is different than Africa. Birama [points to my co-researcher] has not been there, but
I, nevertheless, know the difference between Europe and Africa well. (Brahima,
12-12-2015)

Despite all the hardships of the journey, his main objective is still presented as
being to leave again, not least because the everyday offers few possibilities for a

11 Ferguson speaks of postcolonial imitation (2006) and Bhabha ofmimicry (1994) which would
need to be discussed, of course, against the contradictions and inequalities in the postcolony
(cf. Newell, 2012, pp. 14ff, also Mbembe, 2001).
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larger and more substantial income (see Chapter 5; also Makhulu et al., 2010). Eu-
rope, by contrast, is represented as an economically highly desirable place, even
for someone who has been deported from there. That is also based on its symbolic
dimension, as shown before.Moreover, these aspirations are built on transnational
spaces, knowing, hearing from, exchanging with contacts abroad. In this case, of
course, Brahima’s ownmigratory experience counted too, even if it was only 40 days
in Tenerife. “In Bamako there is no agriculture, so it can only be little business or
leaving on adventure,” his uncle added. Brahima had prepared for being an adven-
turer and for succeeding and earning in Europe.But it did not work out. InGambia,
“hard-working off-farm workers, especially those who travel” are called “hustlers”
(Gaibazzi, 2015a, p. 63), while in the literature on youth in Africa, “hustling” has
been used as another term for actively getting by through everyday difficulties and
uncertainties (cf. Ludwig, 2017a).12 In this sense, Brahima’s “eking out his living”
(“se débrouiller”) through “small businesses,” the most widespread expression used
to describe everyday getting-by jobs in Mali, is acknowledged as a hard-working
attempt to improve the situation, that could, at the same time, be seen as a mascu-
line continuation of the spirit of adventure, complementary to the travel, and even
as preparation for potentially heading off again.

Bahima’s uncle agreed that there was currently no money to re-emigrate, and
Brahima could not leave his wife and three-year-old child behind “just like that.” As
in the other cases described, it was the economic as well as the social obligation to
take care which made him stay. “Still, I think about it, because when you want to
achieve an objective, this discourages you.” Multiple sufferings, among his memo-
ries as well as in daily life, formed part of his milieu. Though physically immobile,
at least in international and transcontinental terms, Brahima remained mobile in
his imagination at least (Urry, 2007)13, full of aspirations, and also of a certain con-
viction that he would get another chance to leave.14 In Hage’s terminology he was

12 SinceHonwana&deBoeck’s “Makers and Breakers” (2005) there has been plenty of literature
on youth in Africa and a varied discussion on the phenomenon of everyday getting by in spite
of the labor market and other structural constraints, i.e., the “prolonged decline and drastic
reduction of social possibilities” (Vigh, 2006, p. 96; cf. Ludwig, 2013). Terminologies such as
hustling, eking out a living or navigating, have become synonyms for ways to analytically
grasp the everyday reality, the “abject” andoftendesperate efforts to survive of youth inAfrica
(cf. Ludwig, 2017a, p. 14; Newell, 2012; Vigh, 2006). This debate has been further extended to
study African migrant realities in Europe (cf., e.g., Schapendonk, 2018).

13 Urry differentiates four dimensions of mobility: physical, imaginative, virtual, and commu-
nicative. (2007).

14 The “aspiration/ability”model by Carling (2002; revised by Carling& Schewel, 2017) differen-
tiates between aspirations to migrate and the ability to do so. “Feeling obliged to stay” thus
implies that the desire to leave and expectation that one will leave are pitted against the
ability and capacity to realize this desire, creating a situation of an involuntary immobility
(cf. Carling, 2002).
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existentially mobile. In his late twenties, Brahima, in fact, had a real chance to
leave again; most importantly, because mobility is seen the privilege of the youth.
His uncle again explicitly exclaimed: “As he is still young, if he still wants to leave, he
can leave! Not so? … He is like one of my sons (laughs).” The uncle expatiates on his
expectations driven not least by the hegemonic image of the successful adventurer
and man exerting pressure on his nephew to re-emigrate. Brahima’s narrative pri-
ority of leaving again to achieve something more has in the end to be seen against
this hegemonic background too, since it potentially influenced his narrative, mak-
ing him represent himself as a young ambitious man. His economic endeavors on
the spot were almost hidden by it, although his uncle did recognize them too.

After deportation, Brahima joined a generation in waiting in multiple senses.
Honwana (2012) used the term “waithood” for the extended phase between youth
and adulthood that does not allow young people to follow the established paths to
gain social status as preceding generations had. Other than this, however, Brahima
seemed to act within the binding structure of sociality and comply with the social
roles as much as he could. He tried to comply with hegemonic conceptions of mas-
culinities by taking over social responsibility and engaging where he was. At the
same time, representations of masculinity such as being modern, worldly, and ori-
ented to the potentially heroic acts of the adventurer could emerge, as I will explain
later. In this vein, his friend confirmed “of course, Brahima is an adventurer!” And
he bade farewell in Spanish: “¡Hasta luego!” Brahima’s experience of having been
abroad in this sense contributed substantially to his reputation. He was not stuck,
but enduring and acting: navigating his livelihood between what was and what
might come. Even if he stayed in Bamako after his involuntary return he deserved
the status of a (former) migrant, also as part of a transnational supporter network
formed by emigrants from his village all over the world.

“As a man, you have to be strong where you are!”– Suffering and courage
in the rural hinterland

Seku’s story more explicitly demonstrates the intersections of everyday suffering
post deportation, courage, and masculinities in getting through in a rural context
in southern Mali. Seku had not long turned thirty by the time that we met. Like
many others in the small village not far away from the larger community of Salif and
Karim, he had been deported from Libya in 2010 (see Chapter 2).This, however, was
not his first return: in 2002 he had come back triumphant as a successful returnee.

One evening, we were sitting in the small courtyard of Seku’s best friend Baba’s
house. It was the end of a long, hot day. The cement house had roofs made of cor-
rugated sheets, which indicated some wealth in the family (cf. Chapter 5). Seku,
Baba and Ousmane were the core of their grin, their privileged and trusted space
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that allowed them to address and reflect on their daily concerns. These specific tea
circles have been called spaces to (re)produce and renegotiate masculinities (Bon-
daz, 2013; Schulz, 2002).15 Ousmane was in the nearby city, assisting a mechanic
and wheel seller as an everyday job; Baba worked in a small shop behind his father’s
house. Seku spent almost the entire day with us. It was the middle of the dry sea-
son and the harvest had been gathered. Mostly small things were left, considered
women’s work – picking and processing peanuts. A tarred road, built in 2006 and
to be reached via a small dusty track through the bushes and along the fields, had
changed the situation of the villagers fundamentally, so people said. Now it was
easy to reach the city, to do a little business, sell products at the market as well as
to leave for Bamako or farther away.

The majority of young males and others used their small Jakartas16, which had
become the standard affordable means of transport for many. Others, mostly the
younger ones, took their bicycles. In the district capital, which offered a large
range of livelihood opportunities, people pursue small income-generating activ-
ities. Since the previous year, a “moto taxi,” consisting of a small van body installed
on amotor bike, connects the surrounding villages to the nearest bigger town twice
a day. It allows those without their own vehicle, mostly women, children and the
elderly, to sell their garden vegetables in themarketplace, to buy items not available
in the little village kiosk or to visit people. Baba’s and Seku’s wives were there on
that day, too.

In 2008, Baba, Ousmane, Seku, and many others were in Libya.When the con-
flict in Libya escalated in 2011, almost the entire village youth, and elder males
abroad, came back, either repatriated or deported. Others continued on to Europe,
even if it was not their original plan. The whole village became involved in the dis-
aster of their imprisoned youth, through the prisoners’ distress calls by phone and
through the accounts of others returning. Unlike in Salif ’s village, which is four
times as big, here, everyone seemed to have exchanged their experiences. Now, the
three are married; Baba already has two wives.

For Seku it was paramount that he left for Libya twice, and that his first return
– by plane – was his own decision. He came to visit and show off: “the 11/11/2003
I came,” he laughs. “I will never forget this date.” He lived “la belle vie”; spent all
his money, married, and took important steps toward male adulthood. Migratory

15 While Schulz (2002, p. 811) described grins as something mostly found in urban areas, the
practice seems to have spread more widely in the meantime diffusing into local rural forms
of socializing. The youngmen in the village referred to their tea round as a grinwith its infor-
mally appointed president, thus replicating or adapting a previously urban phenomenon. At
the same time, the heterogeneity of backgrounds, ages, and style that potentially exists in
the city, can hardly be found in a village, even though things vary with the size of the village
population.

16 A type of small motorbike imported from China.
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success empowered him. During his second migration too, he was able to get to-
gether some money and send it home, like Yakouba and Broulaye who were de-
scribed in the previous chapter. In this case too his father had died, and the fam-
ily needed support. However, this second stay “did not work out.” Seku was de-
ported to Bamako, “disturbed and confounded”; notably as a result of his treat-
ment in the Libyan prison. Still, he immediately started to help with the family
farmwork, not stopping to search for other ways to support himself: after harvest,
he left for Kéniéba, the largest region for informal gold mining (“orpaillage”) farther
south-west in Mali. To make preparations for winter, he returned, before leaving
again to search for gold, this time in neighboring Senegal. Seku followed the estab-
lished patterns of seasonal mobility, which for centuries have secured livelihoods,
by cultivating peanuts, cola nuts or doing “small business” (Gary-Tounkara, 2008).
Seasonal, but also year-long mining in informal gold sites has become the estab-
lished alternative and complement to agricultural work, especially when interna-
tional mobility is constrained17, even if it provokes major conflicts about potential
dangers and benefits, particularly between generations (Dwell, 2013; Hilson & Gar-
forth, 2012).18 Seku underlined his motivation:

Well, we get by (on se débrouille)… Here aremany things. In the case of sickness, we
all stay. There, where you are, you must not… you must not lower your arms as a
man. One has to understand this. Even here, it’s good. If you have got this idea in
your head that we are here, but here it’s not good. That’s not life… As a man you
have to be strong where you are! (Seku, 1-28-2016)

Remaining active is characteristic of a proper man and the central category in
Seku’s depiction. Lowering one’s arms (more generally, sitting with your arms
folded [“les bras croisés”]) relates to laziness, and a potential accusation of fa den sago
implying a “danger of emasculation,” fundamentally questioning one’s integrity as
a person, a member of society and “a man.” Not only in telling their stories, but
also in practice, Baba, Ousmane, and Seku tried to carry on in spite of an everyday
precarious situation post deportation, remaining active and engaged, and caring

17 Gold is a historical, cultural as well as common social good in Mali. Its industrial exploitation
through international companies only started around 2000 when the gold price rose on the
international market. Simultaneously, informal gold-mining sites emerged, which are usu-
ally administered as regards infrastructure by the nearby community. Often a gold-mining
site forms part of a village territory itself and the inhabitants form collectivities to distribute
the opportunities for obtaining licenses to dig for the metal equally.

18 For the young men, working on the gold mines can, like going on an adventure, serve to
create autonomyand enable them to generate income. For the older population, the informal
gold mining sites may be a “hotbed of vice,” of drug abuse, prostitution, and sexual disease.
In the mining regions, Bamako, and civil society fora, debates are heated and international
organizations engage in evaluating the potential dangers of the new rush for gold and luck.
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for those who were close to them, thus trying to comply with the hegemonic image
of the breadwinner and provider.

Active waiting

In light of their arduous and none too profitable efforts, though, Seku revised their
situation, constantly thinking about going on an adventure again:

Last year, I did not go anywhere. I’m in the process of reflecting (laughs). There
are conflicts in several countries and it’s not easy to have the money. That’s why I
stay here to wait; it’s not for anything else. To have a rest is also good for the body
(laughs).
Also it’s better to have a rest right now as the gold sites used to yield goodmoney,
but now that’s not the case – so, it’s better to have a rest (Birama and Seku laugh).
(Seku, 1-27-2016)

Just then, he was doing “nothing,” he continued: “there are no activities.” The win-
ter preparation of the fields had not yet started. Political crises made it difficult to
“just go and succeed.” He sat and reflected on the alternatives: “That’s it. I’m in the
process of evaluating, if I should take the road toward Europe again or go some-
where in the subregion or here in Mali. I’m observing the current situation.” As if
complementing continuous and active searching, staying, waiting, reflecting, and
taking a rest are central elements formany youngmen of their cohort. Seku laughed
when he mentioned the benefit of staying for his physical health. Consciousness
of a good physical condition has been described as prevalent among other young
men, for example in Senegal or the Ivory Coast, aspiring to create masculine values
(Prothmann, 2018; Newell, 2012). From this perspective, resting and reflecting are
valuable activities for a mature adventurer and responsible man, even one who has
been deported. It is not passive waiting, but a meaningful activity. Waiting can be
“actively produced, embodied, experienced, politicized and resisted across a range
of migrant spaces” (Conlon, 2011, p. 355). All modes of active waiting are “nego-
tiated and incorporated into everyday lives and life projects” (p. 357). This active
sense is even more important since immobility might be perceived as a threat to
hegemonic masculinity (Gaibazzi, 2015a), or rather as a female characteristic, but
from this point of view it becomes part of an emerging and assembling repertoire
of (deportee) masculinities.

In the end, this kind of renegotiation of waiting and taking a rest again links in
with discussions about young people’s tactical strategizing, navigating, and hus-
tling, or active sitting in African countries today (e.g.,Gaibazzi, 2015a; Newell, 2012;
Vigh, 2006; Honwana & de Boeck, 2005). Even if, for some deportees, a complete
standstill would induce a feeling of stagnation, an “active waiting,” defined as a
constantly incorporated mode of being, can be seen as a “motion within motion,”
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as Henrik E. Vigh defined social navigating (2006, p. 14), which here consisted in
courageously trying tomake the best of the possible choices, including by reflecting
and physically recovering over time. Active waiting very much resembles, or at least
complements, notions such as (social) navigating, hustling or “eking out a living” (se
débrouiller). Seku tried to work out themost beneficial opportunities to gain a liveli-
hood. He felt obliged to do so as it appeared to be his duty as a man. Effectively,
his presence was also needed to take care of his parents, his uncle, his children,
and his wife. Still, Seku was torn and in difficulties. A lot of money had been lost
through travel. His wife was contributing financially through selling products in
the market. Active waiting represents endurance and a constructive use of time in
renarrating, renegotiating, or repracticing the established story of the “failed” ad-
venturer. Taking care of others, moreover, goes beyond the (social) value of money,
constituting an essential social worth value in itself.

Intersections of courage, suffering, and adventure

Former deportees circumvent the imminent danger of being called fa den sago and
thus disrespected as aman, by remaining active and engaging locally, as well as car-
ing for close relatives and friends, as the examples of Seku, Baba, Ousmane, and
Brahima illustrate. Showing courage is an important masculine value. It functions
productively as an intrinsic and also everyday motor for getting along, and has dif-
ferent connotations in the respondents’ accounts. In Bamankan, several terms are
used to express courage.19 They relate to very specific conceptions of masculinity
in terms of endurance and physical as well as mental strength; and, again, to the
central idea of being a full person with body, heart and soul, which signifies “aman”
(values, which could also apply to a woman). First of all, courage is a central value
in the migratory adventure itself. Only a courageous young man is able to go into
the wilderness, learn from being there, and survive. Seku’s uncle and social father
gave an example:

If I tell someone to leave, for example. If he leaves and he finds some difficulties,
he will return immediately. By contrast, if the person leaves by himself, even if he
encounters difficulties, he will try to overcome them to enter the countries of des-
tination. If the person takes the decision to leave on an adventure, he will endure
suffering, prison, and other forms of torture.

19 Dusuta, which means “with heart”; jageleya, which would more generally mean “getting over
difficulties”; kiseya, which signifies energy as well as timinadjawhichmore strongly implies a
“don’t give up” attitude and particularly refers to courage and suffering in agriculture.
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The same applies when the person is refoulé and looks to re-emigrate:

This is a person who is looking for ways to leave. For example, if the person cannot
stand suffering, hewill stay; but if he is courageous and ready tobear the suffering,
he will leave. (Seku’s uncle, 01-28-2016)

The conception of individual responsibility for the adventure and its implicit “fail-
ures” fits into conceptions of becoming somebody, being able to withstand diffi-
culties and suffering, here exemplified as “prison and other forms of torture.” The
realities of irregular journeys and externalized migratory control are known. For
the father, courage is defined through one’s potential to bear such suffering, which
is what makes an adventurer, and thus “a man.” Re-emigration in spite of all the
hazards would be a particular sign of courage, while those who stay behind, in-
cluding those who have failed to leave (again), may appear as cowards. Seku, like
Brahima, had not left for anywhere abroad since 2010. When asked if Seku was
courageous, the elder man replied: “Seku was deported. When he came back, he
built houses. This was a good thing.” Although Seku had been deported and was
still there, his uncle appreciated his contribution. This underlines the importance
of money as social currency, regardless of a deportation, as discussed in the previ-
ous chapter: what one has achieved before, during and after the journey may be of
major importance. Furthermore, it points to the idea expressed when Seku vehe-
mently exclaimed – “as a man, you have to be strong where you are!” You have to
remain active and engage, contribute however you can and take care of those close
to you; even if economic currency remains pivotal. This very much recalls what
Brahima’s uncle said about his nephew.

What is paramount is the courage one has acquired through living through the
sufferings of themigratory adventure, which demands endurance of high risks and
sometimes death (Dougnon, 2013). It helps to recover one’s dignity post deporta-
tion. Suffering is culturally, socially, and historically contingent and can take many
forms, as discussed in Chapter 4 (Kleinman & Kleinman, 1991, p. 280). In Mali suf-
fering is an everyday and manifold phenomenon, and, like courage, is expressed
through a variety of terms and expressions in Bamanakan.20 We talk about differ-
ent forms and terminologies of suffering. Interestingly, Seku equates the suffering
caused by hazardous everyday economic and living conditions with the sensation

20 Ni ma tooro, which means “tired heart” (“cœur fatigué”), again points to the central organ and
essence of life; or dimiwhich usually refers to suffering during physical sickness translating as
“pain,” “hurt,” and explicitly “suffering” (in French: “douleur”, “blessure”, “souffrance”). Further-
more, suffering is often framed as a productive category as monnè, which should rather be
translated as “resentment,” “bitterness” or “anger” (in French: “rancœur”, “rancune”, “ressenti-
ment”).
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of being left behind to suffer from a disease (dimi), thus endangering one’s health,
endangering the human basis of one’s existence.While for Seku “dimi” and “monnè,”
translated as “resentment,” “bitterness” or “anger,” meant the same. Ousmane dif-
ferentiated between the two terms as follows:

For example, you and me, we can be looking for something, I may have some-
thing and youmay not. In this case you will be "monnè.” I consider this as suffering.
"Monnè" it's like you telling me that I do not know anything to do in life; in this
case, I'll be "monnè"; this will make me force myself to do what needs to be done.
(Small group discussion, 11-7-2015)

Ousmane speaks of the anger of not having achieved anything [acquired money or
means] in comparison with others. Jealousy plays an important role here, it being
said to be a central tool for autonomy in Mandé (see Chapter 5). Contrary to a more
“negative” form of suffering, as described in Chapter 4, here suffering is framed
as a particular productive category. Stress and anger at “failure” and accusation
may be silenced, but they may incite action instead of submission.21The discursive
narratives construct suffering and courage as prerequisites for masculinities post
deportation, for being a good son, husband, and father.

Even if the courage of the migratory adventure is mainly framed in terms of
masculine values, the rare female adventurers can benefit from its glory, as I was
able to learn: Baba’s cousin had been deported from Spain six years before. “Every-
body was very happy”when she went off to Libya all by herself. A friend sentmoney,
but she had saved up herself by working as a tailor in the city. “She is courageous!”
everybody nodded. After her return, she was “unhappy,” but everyone tried to make
her aware that it was bad luck and she should make the best of it. She had married
the year before: “man and woman are equal in warignini. If somebody decides to
leave,we can only encourage that person.This is our wish” (Baba, 01-25-2016).These
accounts appear remarkable given that the migratory adventure is mainly defined
as a masculine activity, and money is connected to male respectability. Here, the
adventure is described equally heroically when the adventurer a woman. It remains
to be seen if this hints at a reconceptualization of new adventurermasculinities and
femininities.

21 Interestingly, this approach invokes the neoliberal idea of the entrepreneurial self, responsi-
ble for his or her own performance (Cornwall, 2016) and not least reminds one of Foucault’s
“technologies of the self” (1988; cf. also Gaibazzi, 2015a, pp. 75f).
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On “adventure-hood” and adulthood as a man

Theworld described here is seen in terms of the migratory adventure being a pivot,
a mode of being, and, most importantly, a means to become a “full man.” Men are
defined in relation to it, as sitters and stayers or as adventurers. Over the last 20
years, deportations have created a new phenomenon, the “failed” adventurer. De-
spite returning empty-handed, a man in this situation may still be valued for hav-
ing grown. Overall, the deportees’ narrations perfectly reflected the ambivalence
of the adventure as “a career which one enters with more or less trumps, that one
accomplishes with more or less success and thus one finishes one day or the other,
to leave in a more or less honorable way” (Streiff-Fénart & Poutignat, 2006, p. 131).
Ousmane’smother found her sonmuchwiser andmore courageous afterward.One
former deportee pointed out: “the difference consists in the fact that thosewho have
travelled a lot and those who have not travelled cannot be the same, [although they
are confronted by the same problems].” In this vein, Brahima, Seku and others rep-
resented themselves as experienced and worldly adventurers, and experts in travel,
taking migration as the ultimate act of consumption and personal transformation
as defined in the last chapter (Newell, 2012, pp. 208ff). Brahima, for instance, dis-
played his knowledge of the difference between Europe and Africa by explaining
it to Birama, my co-researcher, who had never been to Europe, and was not eager
to go there. More than that, deportees took to explicitly warning the village youth
of the dangers of leaving. Rather than being persuaded, however, the youngsters
tended to ask for their advice as experienced travelers: “They want to find out for
themselves! And have their own money,” one complained. Sometimes, to the sor-
row of the older generation, their mothers, and the refoulés, the youngsters’ restive
search for travel abroad and for wealth would persist. The attributes of the expe-
rienced adventurer are explicitly masculine, in a society where “adventure-hood,”
as I call it, a combination of the terms adventure and adulthood, i.e., this specific
experience of the migratory adventure, contributes to manhood and “a man has to
travel.”

Suffering here attains an overarching meaning for masculinities after depor-
tation and for becoming a respectable person. As Seku described it: “A man/person
who suffers, explains his experiences to his descendants, like my grandfather; so
if you have not experienced anything, what are you going to tell?” Suffering is the
equivalent to experiencing. One cannot be a “real man” without suffering, even if
this suffering needs to be finally overcome. Significantly, the adventurous experi-
ence is depicted in the person of the grandfather, a highly respected man.

Seku even entered a plea for strength and courage to be considered as particu-
lar attributes of the Malian adventurer, underlining the function of as an identity
anchor in situations post deportation (see Chapter 4):
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I did not see anyone from the village or surrounding area who had suffered psy-
chological problems. But the English speakers were psychologically affected a lot
in Libya. Because of this, I thinkMalians can cope with things that the nationals of
English-speaking countries cannot bear. Often you see these young English speak-
ers in prison, who get up and bang on the wall; the Malians do not do that. (Seku,
1-27-2016)22

Still, such “adventure-hood” does not suffice for becoming an adult, even if one
potentially acquires characteristics needed as the head of a household. One may be
courageous and willing to take up everyday work, but one faces the same struggles
as before. It is still the “autonomy of money” (Quiminal, 1991, p. 142; also, Gabazzi,
2015a, p. 94) that counts most. In places such as Seku’s village, where a consider-
able number of the younger and older men had been deported or repatriated, the
collectivity played a central role. Heroically talking about an imagined new adven-
ture, like talking about the previous ones, was acted out in group discussions and
informal talk where Brahima’s, Seku’s and the others’ aspirations to travel again
were on show.While the ambivalence of money loss and the hazards of the journey
and thus some kind of joint recovery were part of it. “The adventure is never easy”
was, over and over again, the central conclusion (see Chapter 4).

“Just talking is far from being without aim,” as Schulz declares in “The World
Is Made by Talk.” Malian youth try to perform worldliness, consumption values,
and adulthood through listening to the local radio and talking about music cul-
ture in Bamako: “talk adds a social dimension to the texture of everyday life that is
crucial to a person’s being-in-the-world” (Schulz, 2002, p. 812). A “discursive mode
of imagining,” meaning a combination of debate and imagining, serves as a per-
formative, establishing, and self-ensuring act (ibid., p. 822) In this sense, talking
about a previous or future adventure is a deeply agentic act, one that goes far be-
yond treating the migratory adventure as a form of consumption by collectively
reflecting on its hazards and its potentials for personal transformation. It is not
that people pretend to be worldly and knowledgeable; they are recognized as such
even as deported adventurers.23 Not least it creates a space for former and future
adventurers, and potentially enables the deportees to recover and assemble a new
repertoire of supposed deportee masculinities (cf. also Kleist, 2017a, p. 337).

Baba’s, Seku’s, and Ousmane’s grin was a small circle of like-minded people
and fellow sufferers providing a space of trust for them to share their worries after

22 I will not further analyze or contextualize the obvious groupisms inherent here.
23 Similarly, Stefanie Maher described refoulés sharing their stories in Senegal as “communal

performances that articulated their suffering as a morally and socially valuable experience”
(Maher, 2015, p. 59), building on BradWeiss who aptly demonstrated how the representation
of suffering itself is socially meaningful and contributes to building masculinity, where pain
becomes “a social mode of consciousness” (Weiss, 2009, p. 120).
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deportation – even though Seku’s neighbor revealed one day that “there is actu-
ally nothing that connects us, the other refoulés and me.” It was more that, during
everyday chats, they were able to exchange bits of information. In a neighboring
village, the older generation of deportees would convene. The brother of one of
them laughed in a mixture of astonishment, fraternal forbearance, affection, and
admiration: the older men exchanged experiences, which nobody else understood,
to relieve their mental imprisonment (“emprisonnement”). Some of them had trav-
elled collectively, which provided a particular source of connection (see Chapter
4). But otherwise it was an inner circle of like-minded men, a closed system and
a performance at the same time, that most of those taking part understood and
may also have been strengthened by (cf. Goffman, 1956). Both the younger and the
older deportees seemed to create specific alliances, but each within their own age
groups, generally speaking. While the older men’s time to leave again had passed,
the younger ones were still at the age of mobility. For them, immobilization and
potential waithood may have been perceived as particular threats as they implied
a potential for not becoming or “not arriving” (Khosravi, 2018, p. 8), though another
chance of a new adventure and “full male adulthood” might come through talk-
ing, imagining, working hard, or through caring and contributing, courageously
engaging or actively waiting.

Agricultural hardships and “back to the soil” ?

The migratory adventure may appear to be the hegemonic foil and central rite of
passage to social adulthood for men, but notions of suffering and courage go far
beyond the adventure. In Mandé, suffering is part of everyday life and common
in conversations (Diawara, 2003a, p. 70), particularly for illustrating hardships in
agriculture. So former deportees describe their experiences within socially recog-
nized codes of suffering. Consequently, deportation and the situation afterwards
are a form of (continued) everyday suffering and can be specifically meaningful. Ac-
cording to Paolo Gaibazzi, who worked in a Soninke village in neighboring Gam-
bia, going on an adventure builds on training in agriculture and having proved
oneself to be a “real man.” Knowing how to suffer is a part of it. A certain amount
of hardship in the education of children is widely practiced (Gaibazzi, 2015a, pp.
74ff). Similarly, Michael Jackson defined suffering in Sierra Leone as unavoidable:
“though one imagines a better life, a fairer lot, one is taught to stoically accept the
inevitability of hardship. What matters most is how one endures it”24 (Jackson,

24 Maher further elaborates the connections between Islam, sacrifice and suffering in the prac-
tice of Qur’anic education, which was supposed to be hard for the young, predominantly
male, talibés (students) in Senegal to obtain higher knowledge (2015, p. 40).
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2008, p. 70). Instead of avoiding suffering, one needs to suffer properly (Geertz,
1965, p. 9).

Therefore, immobility does not automatically indicate “failure” in achieving
manhood. Even if highly prestigious, the migratory adventure can only be one of
several potential life paths. In a region with long-standing cultures of migration,
certain people need to stay to keep agriculture and local business going and take
care of the family.More generally, it would be false to claim that everybody leaves.25

In places such as Seku’s village, not all the employable men were, or had been,
abroad. There, you would also hear: “Everybody wants to succeed at home. But it’s
difficult here. Over there, you have the possibility; not here.” “One of the brothers
will always be abroad,” Seku’s mother asserted: “They cannot all be here; somebody
needs to look for money abroad.” Even if accounts seem contradictory, staying
and leaving condition each other. In that respect, a successful time abroad for
one family member enables others to stay through remittances and transnational
circuits. The feeling of belonging and references to the village continue to be cen-
tral as, for example, Brahima’s engagement in the transnational support network
shows. There are increasingly long-term and structurally oriented projects for
family members from abroad or diaspora representatives, even if those left behind
complain about being ignored while the travelers follow their own ideas. Many
young men, in urban as well as rural areas, however, view agricultural work as
ambiguous.They may complain about the hardships of scratching the dry Sahelian
soil without proper machines. Seku complains about their small income: “People
are unhappy because they work, and they do not make a fortune.” The young men
explicitly criticized the Malian state for closing down the peanut-processing mills:
“We need factories!” “There is no support, no possibilities here” (Group discussion,
11-7-2015). Support and possibilities are linked instead to international experts
and NGOs; even if suspicion of them is equally widespread (see Chapter 2). It
is a structurally induced “negative” suffering, which creates people’s feeling of
marginalization; in the Kleimans’ words a “routinized form of suffering” (Kleiman
& Kleinman, 1991, p. 280), which is what conditions post deportation may become
as well (see Chapter 4).

For many young men all this provides a reason to leave, at least for small busi-
ness activities in the nearest city, to purchase items for consumption or eventually
go on an adventure: the latter is often undertaken to obtain materials for progress
in agriculture on their return. Eventually this opens the way to urban experience
or global connectedness. Despite a reputation for remoteness and backwardness,
the value of agriculture remains high. Deeply embedded in the rural, it still aims
at more worldly masculinities.

25 After a lot of hype about mobility, immobility was newly discovered in migration research
(cf., e.g., Van Hear, 2014; Jónsson, 2011).
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Deportations, restricted mobility regimes and economic recessions disturb
these migratory and livelihood strategies and have to be integrated: nowadays in
Seku’s village the majority of young men stay. Despite the value of masculine risk-
taking, the increasing chance of death and difficulties abroad seem to motivate
young men to remain where they are and try to succeed. Particularly schooling can
have a significant effect, coexisting with the established adventurous pathways
(e.g., Hertrich & Lesclingard, 2017; Daum, 2014). Furthermore, the EU discourse
of safe migration, involving (inter)national NGOs, the Malian government, com-
munity leaders, family and youth organizations alike, promotes the idea that
“one can succeed here” by going “back to the land.” It is what the first Malian
president, Modibo Keita, preached back in the 1960s. Today, it has become a motto
for providing alternatives for the youth (Gary-Tounkara, 2013, 2008). The prospect
has even entered the new Malian migratory policy. And it is the EU Trust Fund
that finances the “reintegration” of deportees as well as such “alternatives for the
youth” (European Commission, 2016), as if leaving for a better life were something
unusual and disregarding common sayings and conceptions of circular mobility,
such as that “each departure already implies a return” (also Dougnon, 2013). It is
questionable whether these prospects are equally attractive for the youth in light
of the prestigiousness of established adventurous ways toward social adulthood,
worldliness and becoming an autonomous as well as a contributing and caring
person. In any case, the (former and/or “failed”) migrant perspective seems to
express an in-depth desire to be able to decide autonomously about going or
staying, not least as an adventurer and as “a man.”

Even though they may be difficult, there are “real” economic possibilities for
young men in the rural hinterland too. On the one hand, the informal gold mining
industry has given rise to a new informal economy and “incomes at the margins”
(Roitmann, 2003)26 providing alternative income beyond the village (even if it is
often illegal). Other than that, the nearby city privileges Seku and his friends on
account of its economic market structure and possibilities of exchange, even if only
on a day-by-day basis, over more remote places offering little in the way of income
possibilities. Even so, people still consider themselves as “poor” (see Chapter 5),
which, not least, pays tribute to the overarching and omnipresent development
discourse and governance of international organizations and NGOs.27What could
be seen as the result of an objectifying approach easily overlooking people’s agency

26 According to Roitman (2003), “incomes at the margins” are – in her research often violent –
constructions of spaces for the economic empowerment of Cameroonian young men at the
periphery of the periphery (cf. Comaroff & Comaroff, 2001).

27 Who direct their aid “to the poor” to reduce “multidimensional” poverty through “pro-poor
growth” (cf. Macamo & Neubert, 2012, p. 100). Simmel, in a visionary way, put things into
context by acknowledging that a poor person is one who is the object of poverty assistance.
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may thus be an agentic act by local people using the established discourses in order
to get through. Whether it was the restricted mobility, a growing self-conscious-
ness of where people come from, seniority or desperation, or importantly the need
to take care felt and expressed by one’s close friends and relatives staying behind,
Brahima in Bamako and many in the village felt obliged to stay.They engage locally
and thus may have overcome the presumed defeat through deportation, or even
use it productively. Still, the adventure seems to be the more desirable – and, in
the long term, more promising – path to take at least once in a lifetime.

The question of marriage after deportation

One of themain topics in the everyday conversationswith Seku,Baba andOusmane
was women and marriage. Their judgment turns out to be harsh sometimes, as
women seem to be assigned the role of being actually responsible for difficulties
and evil (also Schulz, 2012). Marriage is a central rite of passage – for both women
and men – and one of the foremost exchange relations during one’s life course and
a step towards adulthood.28 Deportations intersect with it in a specific way. While
many leave to search for money, potentially to finance a marriage, once they have
returned, their lack of money hinders their chances of marrying. Previously, the
patriarch took care of the son’s marriage, selected a wife for him and paid, but
fathers and family heads are often no longer capable of doing so. Consequently,
the groom’s voice in selecting his bride has become more influential, which may
eventually question the patriarch’s authority.29

As a generation “in-the-waiting” men have been marrying later, due to longer
education, long phases of unemployment, and (failed) migrations. Setting up a
new household is a very costly business; moreover, the bride price and life in gen-
eral have become more expensive in recent years (as Brahima or Salif explained).
Eventually this hinders youths from becoming “full adult men.” One respondent in

28 Even if, formen, becomingmature and sexually active does not change their status as “young
men” (Grosz-Ngaté, 1989, p. 173), as Schulz (2002) pointed out, the numbers of children born
out of wedlock has been “skyrocketing over the past fifteen years, to the extent thatmarriage
no longer serves as a marker of female adulthood” (p. 805).

29 While the first marriage would still be one of reason, contributing to the prestige of the
entire family and social harmony in or between the families, even the villages, of the mar-
ried couples, the second or third wife could be chosen out of affection. Although marriage
and parenthood are seen principally as vocations for women, much more than for men (also
Schulz, 2012, p. 51), women’s voices seem to count little in marriage decisions as depicted
by the young men. In the urban context, marriage decisions may be taken much more au-
tonomously by the couples.
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Bamako refused to be married, when the family offered support after his depor-
tation from France: he wanted to succeed by himself. As his brother commented:
“It’s shameful not being able to pay yourself.” It would call his masculinity into
question.

Yet others bitterly regretted that they lost time through the journey: without
achieving the objective envisaged, “dispossessed of the time, [they] had before re-
moval” (Martin, 2015; cf. Khosravi, 2018, p. 7), by “temporal disorders” caused by
deportation as explained in Chapter 4.They came to a halt behind their age mates,
trying to do the impossible and catch up through tedious everyday work. It took
Brahima in Bamako several years to gain an economic base that enabled him to
marry back in the village, which could be seen as a substantial success after depor-
tation. Seku took the opportunity to get married after his first return from Libya,
although he framed his squandering of his money as an “issue of youth.” Litera-
ture underlines the idea that consumption items, like Brahima’s mobile phones, as
signs of migratory success have become symbols that constitute masculinity and
are potentially even more important than collecting bridewealth (e.g., Rudwick &
Posel, 2014; Ungruhe, 2010; cf. Chapter 5).30 In the village, it is not unusual, if it is
financially possible, for unmarried, deported men to be married by their families
after their return – “to give [them] an additional reason to stay and an obligation to
take care of,” one imagines. The aging parents may need their son where they are.
Moreover, this underlines the argument developed in Chapter 5 that in the end a
person’s wealth lies in being a good member of society. Physically caring for people
and taking over duties on spot are an essential reason to stay and are often appreci-
ated. Eventually this links in with the sense of obligation that deportees described
as underpinning their need to stay, as in Brahima’s case.Without further exploring
the matter here, marriage seems to gain a particular value after deportation, po-
tentially more important (not least for reconstructing one’s masculinities) than re-
emigration. From the perspective of post-deportation studies, this seems to be a
new phenomenon, which may indicate a certain acceptance of normalization and,
even more, an integration of deportations into family livelihood strategies and the
everyday. At the same time, marital responsibilities and household management,
thus taking over one’s duties of care are important aspects in the discourse of (hege-
monic) masculinities, which places fundamental value on men staying (Gaibazzi,
2015a, pp. 135ff), contributing to recovery, and assembling a new repertoire of mas-
culinities post deportation.

30 Successful adventurers, but also gold seekers, usually return with presents, fashionable
clothes, and desired consumption items. A young man returning from a gold mining site in
Senegal after two years, had even gilded his teeth, something that was visible to everybody:
in his home village he wanted to do some building and then leave for Senegal again, he said.
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Generational discrepancies and generations of deportees

These potential contradictions and ambivalences of engaging, leaving, and staying
torn between aspirations for autonomy and expectations of reciprocity, are em-
bedded within a broader process of intergenerational change in Mali. Notably, the
engagement of young men is not recognized in the same way by everybody and
in particular by the older generation. The administrative head of the community
exclaimed one day: “The older people don’t understand the younger anymore! They
have adopted the European lifestyle just like that. The people want the money in-
stantly; but you have to work hard!” At least the initiatives built up with a large
number of refoulés and repatriates and initiated by the International Organization
for Migration and the Association des Repatriés between 2006 and 2010 have fiz-
zled out.31 Seku and Baba protested vehemently: “He is not right at all. We work so
much! It’s difficult to get anything.” A frequent complaint particularly from fathers
of the younger generation of deportees, those aged between 25 and 33, is that the
younger ones do not contribute asmuch from their earnings as they did previously.
In earlier times one’s entire earnings were shared with the “chef de famille” (sòtigi),
today, young men usually keep the larger part for themselves and, potentially, their
nuclear family. Still, a substantial fraction is often shared with the extended kin.
Seku’s uncle shakes his head: “We contributed as much as we could; but times are
different today. They have other needs.”

All this hints at amajor conflict between generations and shifting roles between
men in African societies. Fathers may not have their previous power as providers
while the young, even if economically constrained, may leave more easily and earn
for themselves. Conversely, the elder may designate this as immoral (also Schulz &
Diallo, 2016, p. 227). Threats to the status of senior men by juniors have received
particular attention inmasculinities studies on African settings questioning “tradi-
tional” and re-generating new hegemonic or other interrelated masculinities (e.g.,
Alber et al., 2008; Honwana & de Boeck, 2005; Weiss, 2004; Lindsay & Miescher,
2003). In this vein, widespread autonomous decisions to leave, including earning

31 Today, there are a number of self-organized groups of former deportees in Kita, often made
up according to the deporting country, thus continuing potential networks of migration. Oc-
casional informal gatherings may be supported by the AME as well as the transnational
network “Afrique-Europe-Interact” and others. Moreover, the reintegration activities of the
IOM and other international as well as local NGOs of transit returns from Libya within
the framework of the EUTF and the IOM Joint Initiative for Migrant Protection and Rein-
tegration, have clearly shaped the visibility of the return issues (cf. Alpes, 2020). See on-
line: https://ec.europa.eu/trustfundforafrica/region/sahel-lake-chad/mali/renforcement-de-la
-gestion-et-de-la-gouvernance-des-migrations-et-le_en andhttps://www.migrationjointinitia
tive.org/countries/sahel-and-lake-chad/mali, accessed 31 October 2021.
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one’s ownmoney for the travel,may, as demonstrated in the previous chapter, be in-
dicators of such shifts of authority, even if autonomy of travel is socially sanctioned.
In this sense, sharing less money is potentially consequent on having received less
support for the travel beforehand within a primordial concept of generalized reci-
procity.

In the small villages, deportation itself is an intergenerational issue. Several
generations of deportees live there today. Ibrahim, Ousmane’s uncle, was also in
Libya in 2001 and was deported; caught in the street like his nephew: “It’s so long
that I’ve not talked and thought about all this,” he reflected: “You cannot be satis-
fied when you return with empty hands; but it’s God who decides, so you cannot
complain.” Ibrahim almost died when trying to cross the ocean. He was against
his nephew leaving. Ousmane should have continued school. Now, neither their
adventures, nor Ousmane’s schooling have worked out. Upon his return, Ibrahim
restarted agricultural activities, which he is still engaged in. Today, he has been
married twice, has eight children, and is established in the village community.
While age may have an empowering effect (Christou, 2015), he dates from a gener-
ation where deportations were fewer. More than his nephew, he regrets the “failed”
adventure: “It helps that there are other deportees, but you cannot forget what
you’ve lost.”

Still, between generations men may agree in their evaluation of the political
difficulties as against the economic possibilities and chances. Brahima’s uncle in
Bamako reflected on the difficulties of the migratory adventure today: “There are
conflicts kind of everywhere. When we traveled, it did not happen like this. Only
God can protect us. At the moment one has stopped traveling to foreign places
until peace returns to the country” (Brahima’s uncle, 1-10-2016). The difficulties
of migration and political restrictions may thus be recognized as hindering and
endangering factors. “If it’s possible to stay where you are and work, it’s good,” is
the central message. It implies the value of taking care of one’s close family through
contributing, but also by physically caring for them and taking over little jobs and
duties on the spot. The concept of success, through hard work and earning money,
remains the central expectation and desire in becoming a man – whether back in
the village, in the city or by leaving (again). The hegemonic ideas and expectations,
building on previous economic and structural conditions, however, are thwarted
by constrained realities and “real” chances, making it often impossible to fulfill
generational expectations.

Concluding remarks: assembling deportee masculinities ?

This chapter has shown a set ofmen’s ideas and practices connectedwith recovering
and reproducing, thus assembling a new repertoire of masculinities after deporta-
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tion, when the hegemonic conception of the breadwinner and head of household
as a successful adventurer may be fundamentally endangered. The crisis brought
about by large numbers of forced returns may question one’s personhood as a man
and substantially erode life chances particularly in a Malian context of self-evident
values based on circular livelihoodmobilities.Masculine values have to be renegoti-
ated. One could assume different types of rural and urban masculinities, but there
seem to be universal features that many (young) men struggle to meet, not only af-
ter deportation: the adventurer, as a counterpart to the agricultural worker, or the
one involved in small-scale business; being courageous, in good physical shape, en-
during, achieving, taking care, contributing, and becoming someone.Themajority
of these characteristics relate to hegemonic notions of masculinities. Deportations
challenge this hegemonic image in particular, but simultaneously create a space
for recovering and emerging aspects of masculinities, which may at the same time
be particularly productive because of a person’s deportation.

The deportee brings along a very specific form of “adventure-hood,” even if – or
maybe even because – it has potentially “failed.” It differs in its particular form (i.e.,
by being caused by the deportation experience) from the sufferings of returnees
who decided to return of their own volition, or had somehow prepared for it, even
if the latter were potentially “unsuccessful” as well. Against this background, ac-
tive sitting, waiting and reflecting become valuable, time-appreciating masculine
engagements, demonstrating reflective capacity and knowledgeable worldliness,
as forms of manly maturity or wisdom, particularly for some of the younger gen-
eration, who eagerly reinterpret aspects of supposed (deportee) masculinities as
regards physical shape and consumption items.

Even if they are potentially stuck, one would not automatically call the Malian
returnees socially dead, as others predicted (e.g., Vigh, 2016; see also Bredeloup,
2017; Kleist, 2017b). Deportees seem to form integral parts of their societies, eking
out a living as many of their contemporaries do. It is about their wealth as per-
sons, about trying to be a good member of society, about what deportees actually
do (see Chapter 5). Discrepancies between men are based on migratory and depor-
tation experiences, whether one gained money or not, and most notably on one’s
age and generation.The latter also influences one’s capacity for mobility. Some are
torn between leaving again and staying, but precarious and volatile situations may
reverse their prospects from one day to the next (e.g., through a parent’s death,
which would require immediate need to take care on the spot) or through leaving
and earning more. While deportees need to navigate their specific vulnerability
and potential strength, the approach of courageously going on, regardless of dif-
ficulties, demonstrates the pressure to comply with the expected role despite the
danger of depending economically on somebody.

Even if one must constantly readapt and renegotiate one’s potential “failure,”
hegemonic values of becoming a household head and provider, ideally achieved
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through a successful adventure, but also through taking care on the spot, persist
on a large scale. Rather than testifying to entirely new deportee masculinities in
Mali, hegemonic notions provide stability and orientation in contrast to the con-
flicts between generations, which generate certain changes in Mandé masculini-
ties. Emerging notions such as those of actively waiting and the worldly wisdom
as acquired by “failed” adventurers seem to be discursively interwoven into estab-
lished conceptions. Hence, former deportees assemble and act out a repertoire of
masculinities. Whether this suffices for an entirely new category of deportee mas-
culinities, differing from those of others who “failed” in their adventures may need
to be researched further. In the end, (re)interpreting masculinities constitutes a
narrative strategy to cope with the crisis of deportations itself. In the next chapter,
I shall revisit the sense- and future-making of former deportees through “la chance”
and a broader cosmology that former deportees referred to time and again.



 
 
 





Chapter 7
“Si j’ai la chance.”1 – Final sense- and future-making
of “failed” adventures post deportation

Deportees’ narratives time and again made reference to a higher spiritual force:
to God, more generally to luck, with “la chance” (in Bambara: kunna dija or gèrè
diège) featuring very prominently. A whole range of different aspects are in play
here, from the role of God and one’s supposed destiny to opportunities and “real”
chances, all of which interlink, and, not least, to what a person canmake out of this
by keeping on going – something many deportees showed in their everyday lives,
as described in the previous chapter. “Empty hands,” for instance, can be explained
as God’s will. But, faced with the uncertainty caused by the rupture of deportation,
la chance appears to serve as the ultimate cause in terms of sense- and future-mak-
ing. So, in this closing analytical chapter, I want to look further into this notion
of la chance, which links to people’s spirituality and cosmology, and, most impor-
tantly, to examine how all this relates to their approach to the world and their own
future (cf. also Ludwig, 2017a). Here, we come back to, and develop further, the
elements of (im)mobility, longing, talking, and sharing about a migratory jour-
ney, as well as actually being an adventurer. My aim is to thereby underline the
main thesis of this book, namely that, in the end, it is not about (missed) “success”
only, or the sheer “failure” of the migratory adventure or returning without what
one went out to search for, even if these normative conceptions are fundamentally
shattered through deportation experiences, loss of money, and ambivalent social
effects in particular, all of which continue to have an impact in specific ways after
deportation.These are very complex categories in regard to their social and cultural
embedding and, though they may be shattering in the first instance, they can be
productive at the same time.

Going on after a deportation is not only a means to recover one’s masculinities,
in fact, it is central to one’s spiritual and moral being and for living one’s life as
a “good person with body, soul, and heart.” In line with Youngsted (2013), these

1 “If I am lucky,” in Bambara: ne kunna dijara.
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young men are “surviving in dignity,” without fatalism, and, importantly, also in
spiritual terms. I will show that trying and searching appears to be a prerequi-
site for eventually perceiving and obtaining a new chance. All these features again
link intrinsically to the characteristics and ascriptions of being an adventurer and
“a man.” Here, the adventure and memories of it become endowed with spiritual
qualities, with the adventure itself potentially becoming a spiritual journey.

In this, the final analytical chapter of the study, I will carefully trace these terms,
narratives and practices and contextualize them in the post-deportation setting.
First, I will dive into the concept of la chance and references to a higher spirituality
as used for sense- and future-making empirically as well as theoretically. I will then
demonstrate the concept’s entanglements with and developments in (post-)adven-
tures, showing specific evolutions and meanings of planning and imagining the
future, such as the practice of “maraboutage.” Finally, I will revisit the idea of the
collective imaginary of migratory success in light of increasing numbers of de-
portations and deaths, and as collective sense- and future-making. Overall, this is
another facet of the ambivalence of the supposed “failed” adventure, how deportees
experience, narrate, and deal with the effects of their deportations afterwards and
in the longer run, thus making sense – as well as their futures – in rural and urban
southern Mali.

Approaches to la chance – Adama and the past chance of the adventure

The case of Adama, the “philosopher” in Bamako, as I called him (see Chapter 5),
provides an example of the narrative presentation and practice of la chance in and
after a supposedly “failed” adventure. Almost philosophically, the former deportee,
then sewing shoes beside a main street, described his attempt to go to Europe, his
deportations and his struggles with borders and authorities. After many hyper-
mobile years in the subregion, Adama had got as far as Mauritania, Morocco, and
eventually Libya, where he was deported and then deported again, most recently in
the year 2000. In his mid-forties in 2014, he remembered and described his tireless
and suffering adventurous years in search of money as follows:

Coming to the border, they leave you in the desert. If you want [to go anywhere],
you have towalk. You can do as youwant. In any case that’s how it works. It was not
easy. That’s the misery, but at that moment it did not cause too much hardship to
us, because we wanted to go to Europe. When you have something in your head,
you try to push yourself and to forget the suffering. … You see, after all, this is
suffering. But it’s also good to suffer. A man that has not known suffering can
never know how the others have succeeded. Somebody who has suffered a lot,
that’s also an apprenticeship. Suffering is an apprenticeship. We, who have done
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such type of journeys, and those, who have not done them,we don’t have the same
ideas. We have different ideas. That’s why there are some who do not understand
life. I, I have had la chance a little bit. (Adama, 11-15-2014)

His account goes beyond the aspects of hardship and suffering developed before to
“having something in your head,” endurance and conviction, dedication and going
on. Moreover, it goes beyond the meaning of suffering and searching to the adven-
ture as a learning experience and, importantly, as the process of becoming “a man.”
The political scenario here is a stage for acting on rather than something consid-
ered to be structurally responsible for one’s individual situation. After all, Adama
thinks himself lucky to have lived through these experiences.He had la chance, as he
calls it, even if only a little bit of it. It was the specific suffering he underwent that
was his piece of luck, although he did not succeed in economic terms and never
reached Europe.

La chance in actual fact implies much more than luck. His narrative made his
journey into something dignified and sublime, even a spiritual experience. He took
the opportunity that was offered to him. As he explained: “La chance is not only
money, you know. La chance is also getting to know the life of others, getting to
know the culture of others.That’s also important.This is important” (Adama, 11-15-
2014). He provided a differentiated picture of what la chance might be, here creat-
ing an opening to the world and a learning experience through others’ lives. He is
a full-fledged adventurer in his experiences, memories, and narrative representa-
tions. His open-mindedness is characteristic of many other former deportees and
migrants I met. It can be considered part of their “adventure-hood” as expounded
in the previous chapter. As an all-encompassing experience, the adventure gave
Adama a satisfaction and a source of dignity that had endured up to the time when
we met. His deportations and rejections were just one aspect in the diverse cycles
and phases of (im)mobile life. Thanks to his constant activity, he had been able to
perceive and obtain la chance in his own eyes. More than that, in this way he had
grown morally and spiritually through his adventure. Now, however, many years
later, the hazards presently accompanying the adventure made it not worthwhile
trying again.

No, I decided to stay here. […] Because I told myself, trying to go on a clandes-
tine migration, I don’t want that anymore…This is also not the normal way. If you
go clandestinely, you are not in accordance with the rules, and they deport you
directly. (Adama, 11-15-2014)

This sounds like a replication of the official discourse of safe migration, as de-
scribed above, which seemed to have become more established since Adama’s day
(see Chapter 6). Adama had, he felt, collected sufficient experience and knowledge
as an adventurer, and reached a certain age – though age was not an explicit part
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of his argument. Most importantly, as he again concluded: “Like this, I have suc-
ceeded a little bit.” Adama considered himself to have been the one who took the
decisions – whether to walk on in the desert, and now whether to stay and not
leave again, as this had been an essential prerequisite for a sustainable return and
reintegration, as outlined in Chapter 5. He did not see himself as subjected to ex-
ternal forces and immobilized. He had had la chance “a little bit.”This can be seen as
a declaration of autonomy and agency against structural constraints and interven-
tions, narratively manifested as la chance, which he defines as the luck and the little
bit of success he had had. Within his space of possibilities, Adama was leading a
self-determined life in Bamako. He maintained his ex-wife and his three children
on his small income, and planned to take the children to his mother’s village for
further education, as Malian tradition prescribes, he explained. Nevertheless, he
himself did not return to the village, preferring the social distance and anonymity
of the city.

On chances, luck, and destiny

In deportees’ narratives, and in everyday life more generally, la chance is used to
explain past experiences, present situations as well as the future one may poten-
tially encounter, here in situations after deportation. La chance, in Bambara kunna
dija, can mean luck, success, and opportunities as described by Adama, as well
as serendipity and the unexpected. In local terms having kunna means having the
possibility of success if one commits oneself to it, tries to attain it. More gener-
ally, la chance is inherent in all essential life stages – education, traveling, farming,
marriage, and aging, all of which are deeply engrained in one’s social relations:
“everything that you do in your life is a question of la chance.” After deportation it
appears to be a specific anchor and signpost as to how to make sense of things and
go about doing them.

On the one hand, loss and “failure” as a result of deportation can be described
as depending on God and a higher spirituality. Salif illustrated this: “If you win it’s
good, but if you lose, it depends on God. … I did not reach Europe and the economy
that was behind me is lost, thus everything depends on God for me.” More explic-
itly, a common saying is “On s’en remet à dieu” (One leaves something up to God) or
as if stating the ultimate reason for something: “everything is an act of God.” God’s
will may be used interchangeably with la chance or the two may be explicitly linked:
“God gave me la chance to return in good health.” Similarly, people say: “everything
is a question of la chance.” Also “the adventure is a matter of la chance” including
its upsides and downsides. Not only does such argumentation offer a reason for
what happened, and how things are, but la chance has a specific orientation towards
the future, providing a repertoire for how to go along. These narrative usages of la
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chance fit perfectly into the relational ambivalence of the adventure as previously
described. It cannot be seen without its broader spiritual and cosmological em-
bedding, closely interlinked with the social order so that la chance becomes a very
complex phenomenon in narrative presentations of sense-making and practices of
how to go about one’s life after deportation.

Brahima, “the Spaniard” from the Bamako market, for instance, made sense
of his “failed” journey when he summed up: “But if God decides something, one
cannot do anything against it.” Likewise Ousmane’s uncle Ibrahim in the little vil-
lage framed his own empty hands after being deported from Libya in 2001: “It’s
God who decides, so you cannot complain.” More explicitly than Adama’s, these re-
marks demonstrate a widespread belief in some kind of fate or destiny. They seem
to devoutly accept the outcome, but they still stay active in many areas of life, most
importantly in fulfilling their socially expected role in light of the danger of being
called a coward or lazy (fa den sago). More than that, and as also exemplified by
Adama and Brahima, they were engaged in a constant search for a higher, spiritual
being and personhood through submitting to God.

With respect to elder brothers’ accusations against younger brothers on ac-
count of the latter’s monetary loss and deportation, Broulaye explained as above,
“But that’s not exactly it. Everybody has his destiny.” In this situation, many de-
portees would feel obliged to leave again in order “to find the money to refund […]
the elder brother,” but, he continued, outlining the ambivalence of the situation,
“on the contrary, others say to the refoulés that it’s not that serious, and that the
essential thing is to be in good health, so that they can still work to earn.” Belief
in a predestined outcome enables the young men’s inability to enter Europe to be
seen as something that they were not fully responsible for and could not influence.
It is of the utmost importance that one remains healthy, able to work and to earn
money to contribute.The wealth of the person eventually counts most. It is against
this background that a “failure” is often characterized by deportees and their fam-
ily and friends as “the adventure did not work out” (tounga man ja), as described in
Chapter 5, or “he did not succeed,” or more precisely as, “I did not have la chance.”

La chance and the references to God and luck on the one hand seem to demon-
strate a tendency to explain the world by generalizing and more importantly ex-
ternalizing responsibility onto God, a higher spirituality, and one’s destiny, which
eventually relates to one’s social relationship with one’s parents and the role of the
mother in particular. At the same time, all this is brought into connection with
one’s activities and the need and wish to decide and go on, to make something out
of it: “That they can still work to earn,” as Broulaye put it. In this vein, and as the
cases of Brahima, Salif, and others show, a sense of obligation to stay after a depor-
tation can be seen as submission to God and a cosmological belief in la chance: this
widespread belief makes one “not challenge destiny too much,” it is often said. In
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the following, I will delve further into this tension between human agency, destiny,
and fate.

The adventurer’s “failures,” risks, and chances

Equating la chance with luck (like equating it to God) is appropriate, but does not
suffice to explain the entire phenomenon. Furthermore, beyond a western or ne-
oliberal discussion about luck in terms of fortune and wealth, the current use of la
chance needs to be seen in its specifically migratory as well as local context. Recent
discussions in studies on African migration (to Europe) and luck are helpful and
make further attempts at theorizing. As in the Malian context, luck is described
here as intertwining the notions of free individual agency with ideas of fate and
a predetermined course (cf., e.g., Gladkova & Mazzucato, 2017; Gaibazzi, 2015b;
Nieswand, 2010).2

In people’s accounts, references to la chance have a great deal to do with try-
ing and seeing whether there are opportunities, generally conditioned by uncer-
tainty and crisis. After deportation, a distinct adaptability and flexibility are nec-
essary. Such an attitude furthermore links up with a locally grown flexibility, what
Müller (1990) calls “flexibility out of tradition.” This is developed from an analysis
of economic activity in agriculture, ethnic classification and religiously founded
ordering patterns in the central Niger Delta throughout Malian history that are
characterized by multiple alternatives and practices, which are realized according
to need and possibility and related to adaptations to the extreme climatic condi-
tions of the dry and rainy seasons (Müller, 1990, pp. 139ff). This flexibility is also
related to conditions of everyday suffering and hardship and describes a particular
cultural repertoire of endurance, adaptability, and a perceptivity for “serendipity”
(Gaibazzi, 2015b, p. 228) that enables people to cope with the risk and uncertainty
present in the everyday of their precarious life worlds. Not least, this is a supposed
essential characteristic of the adventurer as described here in particular.

Susann Ludwig (2017a) conducted a convincing longitudinal study of Malian
graduates in which she identified the emic concept of la chance as central to people’s
sense-making as well as their future-making in an environment of uncertainty,
which is based on common-sense knowledge. She subdivides the meaning of la

2 Gladkova and Mazzucato (2017) focus narrowly on “chance encounters,” referring to a “mi-
grant’s transitory social interactions” with a previously unknown people (p. 4). They identify
two different (even if rather simplistic) character types among African migrants whose at-
titudes translate into how they encounter chances: as opportunities for positive change or
as risky endeavors. Chance here empirically relates to God, fate and destiny and appears as
something unexpected and hazardously occurring. Even if the authors do not further develop
this direction, chance is amoment inspiring change and thus similar to Ludwig’s (2017a) con-
ceptualization, amoment separating the present from the past, as will be developed shortly.
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chance as follows: “University graduates in Mali create «la chance» (opportunities);
they take «la chance» (chances), but they also simply have «la chance» (luck) or happen
to find «la chance» (serendipity)” (Birzle & Ludwig, 2015; cf. Ludwig, 2017a, p. 33).
Her definitions pre-empt and underline deportees’ narrative references to la chance
in a different context, which emphasizes the meaning of the local context. She
argues that Malian graduates “open up la chance.” In terms of its temporal meaning
(which I will shortly specify),

La chance separates the present from the future since it enables a different present
– something has been imagined as the future in the past. … [L]a chance is ambigu-
ous: it can be accessed and influenced by individual action; but it is also believed
to be God’s will, which cannot be influenced (Ludwig, 2017b, p. 70).

In Mandé, generally speaking, people believe that every single person has a proper
destiny which can be challenged and which has to be invoked through personal
activity, but which it is not fundamentally possible to influence (cf. Brand, 2001).
This kind of broader embedding and a general belief in destiny, fate, and one’s
chances, not only serve, as shown, as a last resort for sense-making post deporta-
tion, but more generally underlie the way people live their lives and not least make
their futures in West Africa. So, as an overall cosmology, it tends to be commonly
distributed among young people in Mali.

When we take the cases of deportees presented in the earlier chapters, and
the more general narrative and practical relation to la chance described so far, this
bringing together of the past, the present, and the future appears not to be a ques-
tion of social standing, education, a particular migratory experience, or having
potentially more “real” chances and opportunities than others.3 The young men in
my research used and adapted the concept of la chance to their context in a similar
way to the young Malian graduates that Ludwig describes.4 However, la chance re-
ceives a specific connotation and role under conditions after deportation, not least
as it links in perfectly with the approach of the supposed “failed” adventurer.

The accounts of former deportees show that a specific attitude to approaching
and opening up la chance, “engaging for it” in local terms, is central. Adama un-
derstood his suffering and interrupted journeys as his destiny, which he needed to
submit to, but which he had shaped as well. He even appreciated the luck he had
had and went to work on it actively and constructively. Brahima did not sit and
twiddle his thumbs, nor did Seku, Salif and the many others introduced before,
even if they were demoralized and in a potentially restless state. “A hustler does

3 Even if the issue of “real” chances does self-evidently play a role in everyday life (cf. Schulz &
Diallo, 2016; cf. Chapter 6).

4 I would not even call this a specifically Malian or Mandé (cf. Gaibazzi, 2015b) phenomenon;
for instance, Cameroonian transit migrants I met in Mali similarly referred to la chance.
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not sit idly by” (Gaibazzi, 2015a), and “as a man you have to be strong where you
are!” are the hegemonic lines to follow as we learned in the last chapter. “Good ad-
venturers” need to be open and adaptable to the unpredictability of la chance. As
when searching for money, for something else, to become someone, one is looking
for luck and the right opportunity to come along.5 As developed in the last chapter,
this goes along with an ethos of hard work and suffering, self-discipline, as well
as endurance, which is implanted, above all in rural men, from early on. Not only
does this make “a full man” in terms of the ruling idea of masculinity, it prepares
one to manage one’s own life as well as the lives of those close to one.

It is against this background that former or future adventurers, young and old,
may likewise appear vigilant and self-determined when representing themselves
as experts in travel (see Chapter 6). Furthermore, people’s approach to and percep-
tion of la chance and their broader cosmology help us to understand adventurers’
high level of risk-taking, narratively expressed in such sayings as: “If you go on
adventures you have to be aware that you may die or not. But you are going to die
in any case.” While risk is implied in the concept of the adventure and consciously
accepted (Dougnon, 2013), a narrative and practical account of la chance is an ex-
pression, in part, of the politically and structurally shaped conditions that restrict
people’s life worlds, as well as an answer to them. This comes over in declarations
such as Madou’s “at that moment, the idea of a journey had taken over my mind.
Either I went on an adventure or I would die, because there is so much poverty in
Mali” (see Chapter 4). Madou, who urgently felt the need to re-emigrate after his
deportation from Mauritania, demonstrated people’s desperation, but at the same
time their conviction that possibilities do exist. In situations of deep uncertainty
and disillusion, that notion may provide security and a halt.

Risk and uncertainty have been more generally and increasingly discussed in
studies on youth in Africa today (e.g., Pratten & Cooper, 2015; Whitehouse, 2012;
Weiss, 2004), onmodernity (e.g., Beckert, 2016, see below), and in particular onmi-
gration (Alpes, 2017; Collyer et al., 2015). Alpes (2012) and others all concluded that
death, hardship, and deportations do not frighten people. Beyond the contribution
of risk-taking, courage, and endurance to the make-up of a full-fledged adventurer
and “man,” their belief in their own chances allows us to understand even better the
attitudes of so-called “kamikaze” migrants (Hernández-Carretero & Carling, 2012)
or “bushfallers” (Alpes, 2017), who readily accept high risks in venturing out. Even if
it may appear like fatalism, it is better seen as a feature of the previously described

5 People need to be open “to unexpected turns in their careers, to keep moving and to work
as a way of remaining alert to the unforeseen occurrences of fortune,” Gaibazzi depicts the
Gambian hustlers likewise. This “quest for luck” is most intrinsically connected to (im)mo-
bility cultures; it embodies a “kinetic notion as well as existential understanding of destiny”
(2015b, p. 227).
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spirit of not giving up, becoming a good person and a socially recognized, hon-
orable man through experiencing, searching, earning, and contributing (cf. also
Maher for the case of Senegalese refoulés, 2015, p. 49). Gaibazzi names this mode
of existence “journeying” (2015b), while Monica Belloni (2015) speaks of “gambling”
to describe the trial- and-error attitude of Eritrean refugees on their often deadly
passages to Italy. Lucht (2017) moreover coined the phrase “eternal existential un-
rest” to describe the attitude of migrants stuck in Niger, who did not lose faith,
but kept on going in the conviction that their efforts would pay off one day – if not
before, then in their afterlife (see also Chapter 4). For Adama, his adventure was
an existential struggle, which appeared to be sublimated into a sort of spiritual
journey toward honor, dignity, and respect that was paying off in his everyday life
now.

Religious and ritualistic inscriptions of “failed” adventures

La chance is in the end to be seen within a broader religious, spiritual, and cosmo-
logical order. Many deportees grow up with Islam and a widespread spirituality.
Taking care of one’s family through the adventure is, for instance, part of the com-
mitment of being a good Muslim (cf. Maher, 2015, p. 35) More than that, there is
a long-standing practice of coping with contingency and indeterminacy in Africa,
including the use of various forms of divination and witchcraft that “probe causal
forces inherently thought to lie beyond human control” (Bromber et al., 2015, p. 9).
Cosmology and witchcraft have been discussed in particular as integral parts of the
neoliberal dispensation in Africa (cf. Gaibazzi, 2015b; Geschiere, 2013; Comaroff &
Comaroff, 2011, 2001, 1999; Weiss, 2004). For Henrietta Nyamnjoh (2010) religion
fills a gap in the lives of those who do not benefit from the promises of modernity
and globalization, and possibly even gives solace in experiences of migrant death,
suffering and loss (cf. p. 82).

Luck or chance and success are part of Islamic destiny, as well as part of migra-
tory trajectories, like suffering and “failure.” Belief systems that explain humans’
“failure” or success as a result of their being torn between human agency and a
predetermined destiny are to be found in the cosmological notions in West Africa
too.6 Igor Kopytoff speaks of “pragmatic religion”; for Meyer Fortes these things
are “modes of living” and for Evans-Pritchard “part and parcel of social process”
(cf. Karp, 1986, pp. 715f). In this vein, analyzing religious or spiritual practices can
allow in-depth insights into social relations and their context.

Boris Nieswand further explains that these notions (including a “negative” as
well as a “positive destiny”), rather than serving as a thorough explanation of the

6 Jackson (2017) says that even in the most fatalist conceptions of destiny in West Africa there
is a vestige of human agency to be found (cf. Gaibazzi, 2015b, p. 233).
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world, form an explanatory foil to specific actions and occurrences (Nieswand,
2010). Against this background, Nieswand develops the concept “enacted destiny”
from his work with charismatic Protestant (African) migrant groups/churches in
Berlin. It places a positive outcome and success between human agency and pre-
determined, divine destiny. Several works on charismatic Protestant movements
place the emphasis on free will and the role of human activity and influence as a
tribute to modernity (e.g., Van Dijk, 2007; Comaroff & Comaroff, 2001). Similarly,
a certain entrepreneurial attitude on the part of Malian adventurers (cf. Chapter 6)
and the idea of the adventure as a commodity could be placed within a neoliberal
ideology. More than that, however, they are deeply embedded in and part of local
narratives and notions. And in this respect the social relation and embedding are
of the utmost importance and deeply interlinked with the broader cosmology.

Meyer Fortes, one of the first anthropologists to analyze West African belief
systems, concluded that one’s social role is intrinsically related to one’s destiny. In
his famous monograph “Oedipus and Job inWest African Religion” ([1956] 2018), he
describes how, for the Tallensi: “not fear, ignorance, or superstition, but the moral
bonds of the filio-parental relationship are the springs of Tale ancestor-worship”
(ibid., p. 409). Similar to the concept of a “debt of life” (Bredeloup, 2017), he explains,
“It is because one owes one’s life to one’s parents, Tallensi say, that one has irrevoca-
ble and absolute bonds with them” (Fortes, [1956] 2018, p. 409). According to Fortes’
interpretation, this parallels very much Job’s recognition of the unquestioned au-
thority of God and his submission to it. “One’s destiny should not be challenged too
much,” as explained above. If this bond between the parents and the child, here the
mother in particular, is “abortive,” and the child has an “evil Prenatal Destiny,” this
serves for the Tallensi “to identify the fact of irremediable failure in the develop-
ment of the individual to full social capacity.” In fact, all this links in well with the
belief in the importance of the relationship between mothers and children, and the
role of mothers in particular (see Chapter 5).

It is no accident that an expression such as “everything is a question of la chance”
reminds us of the Bambara saying bè bi ba bolo, “everything is in the hands of/ de-
pends on your mother” and “everything you have will be owed to your mother,”
which eventually puts the mother at the center of responsibility for an adven-
turer’s success or breakdown. One’s mother is seen as responsible for one’s fate
and destiny, here related to the migratory adventure and its potential breakdown,
which puts her in danger of being blamed and could potentially imply the son’s
social death (fa den sago). Still, there are considerable differences between the two
approaches. While la chance is a way of explaining one’s situation by referring to
God and luck, bè bi ba bolo is a statement stressing one’s moral accountability as
described more fully in Chapter 5, not least related to the submissiveness of the
mother to her husband. It relates to Fortes’ ethnographic conception insofar as he
considers destiny to be deeply relational and social. For the Tallensi, this “is neu-
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tralized by ritual procedures based on the belief that evil Prenatal Destiny is in the
last resort susceptible of control by the ancestors if they so will it” (Fortes, [1956]
2018, p. 411). Thus the Tallensi consider ways to get around even an “evil Prenatal
Destiny.” In Mandé such a neutralizing effect could also relate, therefore, to the
supposed “good” behavior of the mother; however, there is no means of setting the
mother in a spiritual, otherwordly position. This would remain something differ-
ent. More than that, it would set the mother in relation to la chance and thus to an
overall sense- and future-making.

A supposedly “failed”migratory adventure does notmean “the end of the world”
is a saying repeated not only by representatives of the AME (field notes, 10-20-2014).
It follows reasonings such as “the travel did not work in the first or second place, but
there are other ways to go about it.” Although the quest for fortune may have failed
at the first attempt, the quest for luck has not, or may deserve another chance. Fail-
ure and success are thus “two sides of the same coin” (e.g., Voirol & Schendzielorz,
2014, p. 27) or “provisional containers for one another” (Appadurai, 2016, p. xxv).
Interestingly, migrants’ accounts in Nieswand’s study refer relatively little to fail-
ure. The latter is either compensated for by a focus on the future, or accounted for
as an instance of individual misconduct, as something evil or as a “ritual mistake.”
In the sense of enacted destiny, success is described as divine and “failure” as hu-
man. Maher discussed deportations in Senegal using the image of a “failed ritual”
(Maher, 2015, p. 32f), which, if it fails, needs to be fixed.7 All of this links back to
the ancient concept of the adventure as a “rite of passage” and eventually to the
generative and transformative power of ritual (cf. Jackson, 2017, 2005). “Failure”
in giving space for creating something new, becomes a productive category itself.
La chance in relation to going on serves as a basis for some recognition, eventually
enabling new chances and potential to “fix” such “failure” through other achieve-
ments and, maybe, to repair the ritual and neutralize one’s destiny as well. It is in
this respect that la chance is something “ambiguous” between individual agency and
divine dependency, something one has to commit oneself to. Not least, from such
point of view, one can better understand the ambivalence of the migratory adven-
ture and an assumed “failure” as an intrinsic mode of being of people torn between
mobility cultures, social expectations and migratory constraints, and eventually as
a productive category.

Maraboutage and calling on higher spirits for la chance in adventures
One of these practices of ritualistic repair can be consulting a “marabout” or calling
on higher spirits. More generally, consulting marabouts is an established practice
to learn about one’s predetermined destiny in tension with individual agency and

7 A failed ritual can, accordingly, be the result of a mistake in performing the ritual as well as
the failure of the ritual as such, in terms of its efficacy (cf. Bonhomme, 2008).
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for activating la chance, before, during, and after (failed) adventures, and in many
other stages of everyday life.Marabouts are local spiritual leaders, usually male8, in
West Africa and previously also in the Maghreb, and mostly in the tradition of Su-
fism.They were highly renowned and influential representatives of the priesthood
in previous centuries, and there is a large diversity of marabouts in Mali today.9 A
village usually has at least onemarabout, whomay potentially be in conflict with the
local imam. A common marabout may combine animistic, shamanic, and esoteric
elements with those of the Islamic religion in telling the future. Still a difference
is made between a marabout and a “féticheur” (a fetishist, in English, in the sense
of a worshipper of fetishes or priest of an animistic religion) who is often referred
to as a mere peddler of superstition and sorcery. While at the same time fetishes
and talismans play a central part in everyday life.10 When someone is going on an
adventure the marabout or féticheur hands over a giri-giri for a safe journey (cf. also
Nymanjoh, 2010). Otherwise, marabouts are renowned and honored for their vi-
sionary powers and some have become central public figures in Mali today (Schulz,
2006). For many people, consulting one’s marabout is a prerequisite at any stage of
life. Regarding their central meaning in people’s cosmology and being, Brand (2001)
describesmarabouts’ activities as taking place in the grey area between fate and des-
tiny, where one’s actions are seen to be decisive but unclear in outcome (pp. 148ff).
In this way, a marabout can be of essential help in providing guidance and orienta-
tion within this vague space. More likely, the marabout’s support will make things
more acceptable (p. 29). The latter becomes particularly important retrospectively,
after a deportation, but also in relation to the future.

Maraboutage is in its function “inextricably linked to the cultures of migration”
(Nymanjoh, 2010, p. 4). In fact,marabouts have become part of the commodification
of the migratory adventure through broadening their activities towards the lucra-
tive business of foretelling an adventure’s potential success or “failure.” Ida Marie
Vammen calls these marabouts “brokers of hope” (2017), as, in light of the uncer-
tainty of adventure, many seek advice to learn about their destiny in order to avoid
potential “failures” and capture success, fortune, luck, and la chance. For example,
an adventurer may consult his marabout before leaving, but also before entering
the boat in Mauritania or in Libya to ensure a safe journey. Beyond that, spiritual
and divination practices are widely established means of receiving advice on the

8 AmberGemmeke (2008), however, wrote about female marabouts in Dakar.
9 For some more historic insights and the current Grand Marabouts in Mali see Wiedemann

(2013). Thiam (2014) definesmarabout asMuslim religious sage,who can be aQur’anicmaster
or religious guide.

10 Often children, male as well as female, receive a small leather belly chain which is intended
to bring them luck, and many people wear so-called giri-giris, necklaces and amulets also
believed to bring spiritual blessings and luck.
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imponderables of an adventure and ensuring its positive outcome. Often mothers
call on the higher spirits and pray for success and blessing for their sons. Salif ’s
mother went to see a djin11 in her home village, to know if his journey would work
out successfully. Meanwhile, he consulted a marabout and sacrificed an ox. More
than that, somemarabouts have also become part ofmigration-facilitating networks
themselves (Vammen, 2017).

I once participated in a spiritual ritual calling on the wisdom of a caiman, a
member of a subspecies of the alligator, which was seen as a spiritual force able to
make hopes and desires come true. It was in a little village where we had been stay-
ing for several days. Very early in the morning Birama and I accompanied a small
group of villagers to express our wishes to the sacred caiman. In an excited and
solemn atmosphere, wearing white clothes12, we followed the eldest son of a fam-
ily of hunters13 who had inherited the legacy of calling the caiman, to a small lake
about two kilometers into the woods. One after the other people went to the ritual
master, telling him their wishes, handing over their sacrifices,mostly cola nuts and
living poultry, which the master slaughtered in calling the caiman. A woman in a
festive white dress and veil with little colorful flowers around the edges stood out.
She shouted out loud and vehemently. Birama translated in a whisper: “I wish my
son luck in passing the ocean! He is in Algeria. I want him to succeed in crossing
to bring happiness and fortune to the entire family. I wish he may be strong and
courageous!” It appeared to be of the utmost importance and seriousness how she
framed and openly displayed her wish for her son’s success.

Not only did this underline how successes and “failures” in adventures are in-
corporated in spiritual practices, but the woman’s performance also emphasized
the necessity of publicly demonstrating her support and dedication to the realiza-
tion of that success. It appeared as if this would enable her to deeply hope for and
rely on the survival of her son, not to mention his support – maybe also well aware
of all the constraints he might face in order to achieve these aims. More than that,
it might be a necessary demonstration to underline her backing and benediction
as a mother, which are believed to be decisive for a son’s success, and finally also
to prevent defamatory speech by the villagers – even if the latter can only be a pre-
sumption. In this respect, it could be interpreted as a demonstration of how the
linkage of destiny and fate depends on the child–parent relationship and its rit-
ualistic invocation as described by Meyer Fortes. The caiman appeared after some

11 Here a woman, who is said to have great visionary capacities.
12 White is considered the color of initiation and in Africa usually worn for initiation rituals htt

p://dictionnairedessymboles.com/2016/03/le-symbolisme-du-blanc.html, accessed 31October
2021.

13 Mandé hunters are considered to be great sorcerers and part of the bush (“la brousse”), the
domain of sorcery, where they perform their hunting activities (Jansen, 1996, p. 680).
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time. It was barely visible though. Some waves indicated its appearance. Still ex-
cited, but satisfied, we left the place and returned to the village.

There were other occasions, in cases of deportation,where themarabout had ob-
viously made a wrong prediction before the adventurer left, or a spiritual medium,
such as the caiman or a djin, failed to make the wish expressed – and not least paid
for – come true. “That’s how I lost 200,000 F CFA just as a matter of course14 – just
for a forecast, without even any transport!” – Salif was angry about his mother’s
intervention with the djin and themarabout at the same time. Blaming the spiritual
mediator could also serve as a way of externalizing his anger. Others would con-
sult a marabout again, although the previous journey had not worked out: “it’s not
good to do things haphazardly,” which means, proper guidance is needed. Yakouba
killed and sacrificed four sheep, before leaving, at the marabout’s request. The in-
tervention of a marabout or other spiritual mediator is seen as a kind of insurance
for the risky journey and for its continuation afterwards, providing certainty at the
moment of doing something, whichmatters evenmore than the retrospective eval-
uation of the prediction. Consulting the marabout after a forced return helps make
sense of the unexpected thing that happened, moreover one receives guidance for
one’s next steps. Such an approach also indicates some acceptance of the “failed”
attempt and the wrong prediction as well; most importantly, it is about a new cer-
tainty at this moment disclosing another way to go about things. In contrast to
that, Karim refused, being clearly resigned: “When I was deported, I was very sad
(literally: “my heart was suffering”; see Chapter 5). I did not go to a marabout again”
(Karim, 11-1-2015). Others would openly deny ever consulting a marabout, even less
a féticheur or other spiritual guide.

Although maraboutage plays such a central role in people’s lifeworlds on the ba-
sis of the prominence and long standing of practices of divination and witchcraft, I
encountered a certain social secretiveness and embarrassment when people openly
acknowledged that a wrong prediction had been made by a marabout. In a discus-
sion with a group of deportees in Seku’s village one afternoon, nobody answered
my question about who went to the marabout before leaving.Then, there was some
ashamed laughter. One of them confessed that he went, and everybody laughed,
first a hidden chuckling, then a resounding roar. Overall, there was an abashed at-
mosphere. The majority of young men sitting there in the animated circle seemed
to agree with the general practice of maraboutage with respect to the adventure.
“If you fail, you go to the marabout for a second try and turn of adventure, and if
you fail again, you may choose to go to another marabout to ensure you get good
advice in case you want to leave again and have a third try,” one said and everybody
nodded, though some started laughing again.

14 About 300 €.
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The practice of consulting the marabout to learn about the future outcome of
the adventure was not questioned – in the event of a failed prediction you tried
anothermarabout. While this links in with the general attitude of trying and seeing
and not giving up, they seemed to be afraid of losing face in front of one another,
as well as vis-à-vis me and Birama. At the same time, testing another marabout
subverts the belief in one’s destiny, or to put it a better way, the role and capacity of
maraboutage is challenged. Almost all the youngmen sitting there had “not made it”
so far. Apparently, the misleading consultation and a certain secrecy surrounding
the fortune-teller, connected to the “failed” attempt, created embarrassment when
socially shared in the group. It could be that it might reveal that somebody had a
negative destiny, and consequently that his mother had been guilty of wrongdoing
that had so far not been able to be compensated for or “neutralized” in any way.The
mystical ability of the marabout becomes an integral part of what is believed to be
destiny or a mother’s “failure.” While maraboutage is an everyday practice, partic-
ularly in relation to the migratory adventure, these vague arguments underline a
specific uncertainty and disorientation of the everyday at the same time. Deporta-
tions contribute to that as well. Still, continuing these spiritual practices provides
a source of certainty against the uncertain present and, above all, the uncertain
future ahead.

Approaching the future – (un)certainties and contingency
under post-deportation conditions

Deportations have been prominently introduced in this study as ruptures affecting
the past, the present, and the future – ruptures with long-lasting effects, chal-
lenging material, social and emotional relations deeply, and potentially ruinous to
family harmony (cf. Jackson, 2017, p. 151). In the event of a temporal discontinuum,
through deportation a significant future is put at risk, and becomes potentially
impossible to achieve. The marabout or djin may have predicted wrongly, and the
desires linked to the adventure have not been fulfilled.

A deportation may also represent a turning point. As research has shown, un-
certainty can become a precondition for hope, aspirations, and not least for pro-
ductivity, as long as there is an “awareness of it and willingness to act in it” (Kleist
& Jansen, 2016, p. 379; cf. Cooper & Pratten, 2015; Johnson-Hanks, 2005).15 In a
similar vein, increasingly literature on African youth links to imaginations, aspi-
rations, desires, future-making, and the role of the future itself (cf., e.g., Carling

15 In this sense, Kleist and Jansen define “hope as a phenomenon [that] is characterized by
simultaneous potentiality (in its broadest sense) and uncertainty of the future” (Kleist &
Jansen, 2016, p. 379).
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& Schwewel, 2017; Vigh, 2009b)16, in connection with migration in particular (e.g.,
Stock, 2019; Kleist & Thorsen, 2017). More than that, imagining and aspiring are
seen as the first steps to, and prerequisites for, any action and potential change:
the concept of “vital conjunctures”17 put forward by Johnson-Hanks (2002) proves
to be particularly relevant for the context discussed here. “Vital conjunctures” point
towards the uncertainties of the future, which makes the term particularly useful,
when the crisis of deportations adds to everyday uncertainties. Johnson-Hanks de-
fines them as follows: “These are the moments when seemingly established futures
are called into question and when actors are called on to manage durations of rad-
ical uncertainty. Conjunctures are navigated in reference to their horizons – the
imaginable futures that are hoped for or feared” (p. 878). Former deportees are
thrown into an unexpected situation and need to find a new way and narrative
to make sense of their everyday experience as well as their future. So far, I have
shown how this is done through references to and reinterpretations of suffering,
hard work, courage, caring, contributing, and leaving again, furthermore through
a narrative relation to la chance. Eventually, such ruptures and turning points can
give space to “another potential future”18, too.

In southern Mali these imaginable futures have for many been postulated as
those of successful departure and return as reference points for people’s actions.
The “horizons of the conjuncture,” as Johnson-Hanks (2002) terms them, remind
us of the “horizons of expectations” after Koselleck (2004). Both concepts refer to
the horizons of what is imaginable, can be expected and thus can eventually be
done at a specific point in time and space, given one’s experiences, knowledge,
and situation.19 Here, the imaginable futures, which are the collective imaginary

16 Although obviously running the risk of inaccurately lumping the unlike together with the
same, I want to consider the similarities of these concepts as they all constitute ways to deal
with uncertainties and contingency in light of constrained mobilities, deportations, and mi-
grants’ deaths.

17 The term derives from Johnson-Hanks’ work with young, educated Cameroonian women
about their future plans, specifically as regards having children. Many of them said they
could not make any plans due to their uncertain environment (cf. Engeler & Steuer, 2017).
Johnson-Hanks calls “judicious opportunism” (2005, p. 370) the quality that allowed women
to respond to an extremely volatile situation.

18 According to Johnson-Hanks, these are “experiential knots duringwhich potential futures are
under debate and up for grabs” (p. 872).

19 “Koselleck applied two formal abstract categories – experience and expectation – that inter-
relate past, present and future, and frame human action with respect to time.” (Bromber et
al., 2015, p. 4) According to Koselleck, “experience is present past, whose events can be incor-
porated and remembered through a process of permanent reworking of individual and ‘alien’
experience.” The past as a whole, as diverse interpenetrating and overlapping layers of time,
is a “space of experience” (Erfahrungsraum). “Expectation” as Koselleck puts it, both individ-
ual as well as interpersonal, is “future made present.” Expectation is directed at the non-ex-
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of migratory success, constitute the hegemonic foil now set in contention through
deportation and thus potentially in need of being reinvented.

Susann Ludwig, who worked on Malian university graduates, calls an unex-
pected, yet desired, rupture of the everyday the “sprout”20 of la chance – in a con-
text where la chance divides past, present, and the future. Deportations do indeed
usually come unexpectedly and rupture a migrant’s life in a country of destination
or transit. However, even if rather exceptional, there is a relative probability of the
administrative implementation of a deportation: it is more likely in specific politi-
cal situations such as where there are restrictive migratory policies against “illegal
aliens” or a rigorous implementation of EU externalized border controls, in other
words elements of the established practice of the global deportation regime. Even
so, they are experienced often as happening unexpectedly, when people are caught
in the street and returned carrying the symbolic plastic bag, for instance.

Likewise, deportations are in the vast majority of cases said to be undesired,
even if deportees and their close friends and relatives may interpret them as not
having had la chance or having suffered ill luck (“mauvaise chance”).21 At the same
time, the rupture through deportations may open up a space for “another potential
future” and eventually a new chance. Ludwig’s findings reveal how la chance provides
a tool and guidance for Malian graduates to deal with the past, the present, and
the future. Instead of predicating a specific kind of life course, the future implies
la chance of whatever kind. Similarly, former deportees refer to la chance and new
chances and their (imagined) futures, and thereby potentially create new certainties
within an omnipresent contingency, as I will show.

Future plans and aspirations – between planning and vague disorientation

The future is the object of multiple forms of social and religious practice and imag-
inations, as we already have seen with respect to the practice of maraboutage. Even
if people have no possibility of knowing the future for certain,22 “the future mat-
ters!” as Beckert outlines in his essayistic analysis explaining capitalist dynamics
(2016, p. 270). Generally speaking, there are two different ways of approaching the
future: to relate it to the past and past experiences, like a memory transferred into
time ahead (Koselleck, 2004; Schütz, 1967, p. 61); or to relate to it from the present,

perienced, but confronts a limit, which Koselleck (2004) called the “horizon of expectation”
(Erwartungshorizont). This incorporates hopes, fears, rational predictions, and speculations.

20 This is based on a respondent’s expression (cf. Ludwig, 2017a, p. 12, n. 9).
21 More than that, not having had this chance needs to be accepted as a part of one’s destiny,

which “everybody has, as people say.”
22 Knowing what will eventually happen is impossible, even though it has long been hu-

mankind’s desire and is intrinsically connected to conceptions of progress inmodernity (e.g.,
Bromber et al., 2015).
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as something newly imagined and “yet to come” (Bloch 1986 [1954]). More gener-
ally, the future is contingent (Beckert, 2016), undetermined, and contains endless
possibilities (Bromber et al., 2015; cf. Ludwig, 2017a, p. 147). This contingency is
approached differently in different contexts.23

In theMalian context in question, contingencymay create uncertainty and fear,
but likewise joy or confidence after a forced return (as Salif outlined, for instance).
Calling on higher spiritual forces through a djin, a féticheur or amarabout is a way to
deal with this contingency and uncertainty. Supposed unawareness of the future24

can thus be a productive component in general cosmological explanations in West
Africa, within the tension between destiny and human agency, where one’s future
may be outlined, but open for human activation at the same time. Related to this,
Charles Piot (2010) speaks of a “nostalgia for the future,” developed in West Africa
since the fall of the Berlin wall. It describes a positive longing for the future, based
on the wish to change the present and the conviction that anything else would be
better than present suffering. Belief in a certain destiny, even if that destiny needs
to be activated, can provide certainty; a narrative use of la chance after deportations
links in here, as I will show.

Respondents appeared to approach the contingencies and unexpectednesses of
the future through planning and aspiring, imagining, or longing. The future pro-
jections of former deportees were not central to my research, but often formed part
of our conversations. References to the future, in fact, often came up without my
explicitly asking about their visions and ideas for their later lives, most obviously
with regard to their aspiration of leaving again, but also in connection with other
projects and future plans that they wanted to share. Not least, many people’s ev-
eryday activities may eventually relate to preparing for the future, such as Seku’s
reflecting on and actively waiting for upcoming possibilities. Some respondents
talked about their future endeavors in a quite open-ended and vague way, while
others had very concrete plans and visions. In this context, la chance was related
to a specific orientation toward the future. The unexpected “sprout” of la chance
would, in fact, in this case become something desired. Simultaneously, this narra-
tive relation provided a repertoire of how to get along. Thus, a conversation might
go “if he has la chance, he will be able to leave again” referring to a new potential

23 Central works on future-making in modernity, dealing with this contingency, are related to
money, risk, and capitalism (cf., e.g., Beckert, 2016; Appadurai, 2013; Taleb, 2007). Risk and
luck, success and failure are the most central terminology here.

24 Predicting “the future, based on what we already know, is the major source of uncertainty,
because it leaves us vulnerable to surprise” (Ludwig, 2017a, p. 103). Ludwig draws on Taleb’s
analogy with the black swan and circumstance that we “continuously refuse to expect the
unexpected” (2007).
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success in adventure, or “he will be able to set up a business,” or “he will be suc-
cessful with his agricultural work,” referring to concrete economic opportunities
arising on the spot. Often, these narrations were very similar to expressions of the
supposed adventurer’s way of trying and seeing not least what makes “a man.”

Broulaye, for instance, was committed to setting up a business. At the time he
wasmaking preparations, so he regularly commuted between the nearby larger city
and the tiny village in order to establish contacts and plan what his little business
could be about. Realistic opportunities were to step into the mobile phone sector
by selling credit and sim cards, to trade agricultural products, or to do some kind
of support work in the market – for instance, selling mattresses, as Brahima did in
Bamako, or assisting a wheel seller, like his friend Ousmane.He reasoned, “If I have
la chance, it will work out. If not, I will need to see whether I have to go and search
for money elsewhere.” In his view, there was a possibility that a chance might come
along that would allow him to realize his plan and set up a business. He could not
be sure that this would occur, but it might happen, as he had observed from other
cases where things had worked out similarly. The least he could do was to prepare,
actively engage, and look out for his chance if it came. For the time being, his
future was bound up with staying and engaging where he was.25 If things didn’t
work out, he would need to adjust and look for an alternative. La chance in this
respect provided narrative guidance and certainty.There might be a new chance in
the future.

The commonest way of framing a new adventure was to introduce la chance be-
tween vague imagining and concrete planning, as one oscillated between staying
and leaving. Former deportees’ and other young men’s planning and aspirations
were being centrally impacted by today’s constrained mobilities. Particularly those
who had already made several attempts at leaving and risked potential deporta-
tion, often expressly refused to go on a clandestine migration again, reminding
us of the state discourse of safe migration. The argument would be: “If I have la
chance, I will be able to get a visa. I do not want to take the land route” (cf. Chap-
ter 6). Adama’s comment was: “This is not the normal way.” Some would reflect on
“normal” or rather “safer” ways in a manner that was sometimes scarcely realistic.
One respondent said that, if he were to leave again, he would rather go by plane and
continued: “If I can’t get hold of enoughmoney, I may go by land instead. But if I do
find the money, I would rather stay and use it to establish something here” (Group
discussion, 11-1-2015). The “if,” which implies a new chance, repeatedly points to
the critical relevance of money in relation to leaving in a “safe” and legal way rather
than “unsafely” and clandestinely over land. If his financial situation allowed, he

25 Many conversationswith youngdeportedmenduringfieldworkwere on their possible future
projects, similarly prefaced with “if I have la chance”.
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would either take off again by plane or build up something on the spot – the lat-
ter option resembling Broulaye’s reference to la chance. These comments hint at the
contingency of the future and a person’s potential chance of leaving or staying, but
also at indecisiveness about what would be the right way. This kind of vague argu-
mentation and uncertainty might well be interpreted as a sign of disorientation.

Contingency and indeterminacy are integral parts of the everyday for this age
group in particular (e.g., Schulz, 2002). According to Beckert (2016), “fictionality
points to the openness of the future, which makes expectations contingent.” What
will happen eventually is unknown. However, “contingency negates the idea that
expectations are correct in the aggregate” (p. 10). “Fictional expectations” on the
one hand mean actors’ images of “future states of the world, the way they visualize
causal relations, and the ways they perceive their actions influencing outcomes,”
which could be related to common-sense knowledge of la chance; while “rational
expectations” propose “that actors’ expectations, at least in the aggregate, equal
the statistically expected value for a variable” (ibid.).26 Both seem to be intrinsi-
cally impossible. Nothing can be sure, even if expectations build on experiences
one has previously had. In other words, there can be no “reliable” expectations,
rather humans act against a background of unawareness, risk, and contingency,
and need to be flexible and continuously revise and adjust their expectations and
actions according to contingent outcomes and experiences over and over again.
Imagined futures are thus a crucial component of the social, economic, and polit-
ical order itself (ibid., p. 11). Even if former deportees in southern Mali act against
a background of supposed destiny, which implies that part of a person’s future is
predetermined, the role of contingency is central, as stated above. Expectations
may be raised but remain permanently fictitious. More than that, for adventur-
ers to stay active and open to the unexpected appears very (post)modern in the
end, taking (post)modern ascriptions of flexibility, adaptability, and openness into
account.

Some deportees seemed to be very specific – one might even say “rational” – in
their planning of future activities. They concretely prepared for la chance to come.
Brahima, for instance, had very concrete plans for re-emigrating. One day, after all
his talk about longing to leave, all his insistence on the impossibility of doing so
and on his obligation to stay (cf. Chapter 6, la bouillie), he declared to my surprise:

I’m in the process of preparing. I’ve done all my papers. I have prepared all the
papers that allow going on an adventure through the legal channels. Everything

26 Beckert explains further: “According to rational expectations theory, actors make use of all
available information, which suggests that outcomes do not differ systematically from the
forecastsmadeby thedominant economicmodel” (2016, p. 10).His argumentation verymuch
refers to a materialist, capitalist world, but he says it is also applicable to societies shaped by
other cosmologies and religions less related to the economy (2016, p. 3).
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is ready. I don’t have the visa yet, but all the papers you have to file to get the visa.
I looked for all these papers. (Brahima, 12-12-2015)

His aim was to obtain a visa to Europe, which he considered a (symbolically) much
“better” place than Africa (see also Chapters 4 and 6). When I asked more ques-
tions, he detailed the steps he had already taken to get a tourist visa: getting a
certificate to show he had a secure income in Mali, an invitation from a host in a
European country, and a guarantee of insurance while abroad. Everything sounded
structured and planned. In the end, however, his plan never came to anything. Pos-
sibly his plans were merely the product of some kind of wishful thinking recreated
only in our conversation. Up to the present time of writing, Brahima remains in
Bamako. Even if he actually was in the process of organizing his administrative
papers, he would never have been able to obtain a visa. It would be highly unlikely
for somebody like him, lacking substantial financial resources, education, and the
necessary close networks, to be able to acquire such a document. Doing so depends
on external forces – in this case the decision of the embassy. But his planning and
organizing kept him busy in the meantime. And it was the only thing he could
do. He put himself in a position of readiness: he prepared. As a narrative strat-
egy, moreover, it created the impression – for himself as well as his interlocutors
– that he would be taking off again soon, thus continuing physically mobile and
active. Narrating, sharing, and imagining again appear not only as deeply agentic
acts in light of given constraints, but also as preparatory ones. Through stories we
make meaning out of the past, the present, and the future.27 Brahima’s state of
immobility included a very concrete, albeit still imagined, state of mobility in the
future. In this forward-looking spirit, his being was constitutively and existentially
upgraded.

For others, this kind of chance of leaving again or setting up a business would
eventually be realized someday. Yakouba, for instance,managed to establish a small
fish-culturing project through a family friend who had a contact in an NGO. Little
by little, he was able to contribute to the family income.The youth in the village now
talk about his project, and say that they want to do the same. Success becomes a
source of envy and rolemodel for others – nomatter whether achieved throughmi-
gration or not. Idrissa, another deportee in Bamako, on the other hand, emigrated
again to France eight years after his deportation (after he had been unfortunately
and unexpectedly caught in a Paris street without papers during daylight hours).
For years afterwards, it seemed he had primarily been living and longing to return
to Europe. “Everything is much better than here in Africa,” he said, following the

27 Nancy Scheper-Hughes (2008) speaks of the “narrativity” of “living to tell the tale” in reference
to Clifford Geertz: “the only thing that humans could not seem to live with is the idea that
life might be utterly random, meaningless and absurd. Resilient narratives reframe adverse
events in order to make themmeaningful, purposeful, and, … ‘for the best’” (p. 44).
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same narrative as Brahima before. “If I have the money, I will go back to France,”
he repeated frequently.28 It seemed like an immovable fixation. Idrissa lived partly
on “petits jobs,” but mostly on money sent by a cousin in France in whose house he
was living in Bamako. “He has to go abroad,” the cousin’s wife declared firmly. Half
a year later, Idrissa actually arrived at Paris airport. A relative with French citizen-
ship had written a letter of invitation and the powerful family networks provided
the obligatory resources – a full bank account and insurances – that fortunately
enabled him to obtain a visa. Today, he is even married to a French woman, origi-
nally from the Ivory Coast, and has finally received a residence permit. At last, he
has had la chance.

When former deportees “make” the future, la chance is intrinsically connected
to imaginations, aspirations, and hope, but importantly also to the certainties and
securities of real-life chances and social becoming after deportations, even if they
do not necessarily withstand statistical evidence. This is most obvious in respect
to the hegemonic foil of leaving (again) and one’s real migratory chances. A short
comparison with the Gallup World Poll (GWP)29, for instance, is useful: This well-
established survey found that “32% of respondents in sub-Saharan Africa had a de-
sire to emigrate, 4% planned to do so within the next year and 1% were making
relevant preparations” (Carling & Schewel, 2017, p. 5), like Brahima and Idrissa.
Obviously, making preparations still differs considerably from actually leaving in
the end, but this percentage seems minimal. Considering the overarching admin-
istrative mobility restrictions, it is almost negligible. Such expectations can thus
barely be called “rational.” And yet, after deportation, many people continue to as-
pire to leave again or try to do so, and some actuallymake it in the end.Mohammed,
another former deportee, in Seku’s village, illustrated the point convincingly:

My elder brother left on an adventure in 2000, and was deported in 2001. I got
ready to leave as well. He recommended me to stay as he would not want me to
confront the samedifficulties. I said no, Iwould leavebecause everybody’s chances
differ: It’s possible that I would not see the same difficulties as him. Later, when
I was also deported, I handed the same advice to my little brothers: They did not
accept it either. The one that comes right after me is in a goldmining site. It’s now
two years that he has been there in Senegal. (Small Group discussion, 11-7-2015)

28 This wasmost obvious, whenModibo, Idrissa’s childhood friend, visited for holidays.Wemet
on the patio of the housewhere I was staying in Bamako. Idrissawantedme to get to knowhis
friend. Both kept talking about Modibo’s life in France as a (today regularized) night guard
and the time they spent together in Paris back then. Idrissa needs to return was their contin-
uously repeated joint conclusion.

29 Since 2005, the GWP has tracked “over 100 crucial world issues affecting people's lives” in
160 countries worldwide in the form of representative surveys. Migratory aspirations are one
part of it: https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx, accessed 31 October 2021.

https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx
https://www.gallup.de/182702/gallup-world-poll.aspx


Final sense and future-making of “failed” adventures post deportation 209

Repeated deportations do not act as a deterrent, even if underlined by an elder
brother, as this quote clearly illustrates. The success of a neighbor, or some ac-
quaintance, can suffice to convince someone that they have a similar possibility of
success.30 To put it another way, even if there is a low probability of making it,
the fact that “somebody has made it” is enough reason for somebody else to try it
too (cf. also Belloni, 2015, p. 110).31 In Koselleck’s sense, building on past as well as
“alien” experiences (cf. Koselleck, 2004, p. 259) – the same may appear in vital con-
junctures experienced by others32 – manifests a knowledge of the possibility and
thus creates the expectation (even if “fictional”) of a “real” and new intervention of
la chance to enable not only a successful migratory adventure, but also the build-
ing-up of a small project on the ground. Ludwig has convincingly shown how such
knowledge of the existence of la chance can eventually build into an everyday cer-
tainty for Malian graduates (cf. Ludwig, 2017a). It is knowledge transferred from
the past to the future (p. 169), and Malian deportees do very much the same thing
insofar as all the contingencies lived out through imagining and aspiring at first
are then applied to what Beckert termed “fictional expectations,” pointing to the
openness of the future.

In this way, la chance is a means and motor to keep people hoping and imag-
ining, planning and potentially realizing new futures.33 Brahima concretely pre-
pared and Idrissa eventually took off. Yakouba had a small project and Broulaye
prepared for a little business. In sum, future-making by former deportees and ad-
venturers was narrated and practiced through remaining open to the unexpected,
yet required la chance if it was to be taken further, if people were to leave again
and eventually have success. Noemi Steuer, Michelle Engeler, and Elisio Macamo
(2017) speak of “elusive futures” for many African youth, who assume that any kind
of action implies the possibility of acting in the same way again in the future (p.
13).34 Through experiencing, narrating, collectively sharing and most importantly

30 Ludwig describes how there can be 1000 Malian graduates applying for one position in the
concours (competition) for the public service, making success a statistical impossibility, but
still people try and believe in la chance (2017a, p. 136).

31 “Perceived luck can play a major role in people’s key decisions” as authors from gambling
studies have suggested (Smith et al., 1996; cf. Belloni, 2015, p. 111).

32 Alber (2016) widens the concept of vital conjunctures that form individual experience to in-
clude those that also affect a person’s social context.

33 Jackson even discusses luck as the only chance for youth in Africa against a backdrop of vio-
lence which appears “as the logic of imagination loses touch with the logic of social practice,
desperate fantasies and actions are born” (2005a, p. xxiii).

34 With the aimof going beyond concepts such as “extendedpresence” (Nowotny, 1989) or “wait-
hood” (Howana, 2012), the young adults Steuer, Engeler, and Macamo describe also lack a
large range of opportunities in comparison to times before, but are not waiting for adult-
hood. They go on in different spheres of their social lives and thus are socially becoming
everyday (2017, p. 22).
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actively going on and taking care, not least in terms of their spiritual and moral
development, former deportees effectively contribute to preparing the ground for a
new future. “Collective immobility” (Kahn, 2013, p. 529) has become a shared expe-
rience and reality; (collectively) imagining new futures may do the same. In ending
this chapter, I want to question what the reality of massive deportations and im-
mobilizations could eventually imply for the social imagery of migratory success
and its supposed “failure” likewise.

Revisiting the imaginary of migratory success

Under conditions post deportation, the primary and also newly imagined future in
which one leaves again appears to be part and parcel of people’s being, remember-
ing, and aspiring. Against the background of taken-for-granted mobility cultures
and horizons of expectation that imply that one will leave, the intense talking and
longing connected with leaving again constitute old and new (imagined) realities
and futures, which are essential for people’s (social) being and self-image, par-
ticularly when narrated and collectively shared – thus “discursively imagined” as
described in the last chapter (cf. Schulz, 2002, p. 822). In the end, does this imply
a change in the imaginary of migratory success?

In Mali and other countries, migration has become a phenomenon “fetish,” like
“a god-thing” (Bazin, 2008), as described above, due to the importance of the in-
come generated and the political construction accompanying it (Lima, 2005; Quim-
inal, 2002). Thus denunciations of the adverse effects of this (migratory) culture,
made through safe migration campaigns and by demonizing “irregular” migration
and reinforced by the externalization of European borders, are hard to accept, even
if these effects are traumatic and deadly in their contemporary form. Simultane-
ously, a longing for abroad is increasingly part of the conflict between the need for
youth to move – and its being taken for granted that they will move – on account
of a lack of prospects on the spot and the constraints placed on their doing so.
Deportations and border restrictions contest and even reverse these practices and
imaginations, spoiling previously entertained hopes and aspirations that relate de-
sires for consumption to family expectations. Jackson speaks of a “failure of hope”
(2005, p. xx) and Kleist refers to the “mobility paradox” (2017b) in a similar way.
And yet, after deportation, many people continue to aspire and go on where they
are or try to leave again. The imaginary of traveling is overwhelmingly convincing
and established (e.g., Kleist & Jansen, 2016; Gaibazzi, 2015b; Mbembe, 2007); more
than that, it is based on the conviction that one still has chances oneself, built on
the security of others’ migratory success.

One can argue that the uncertainty thatmany encounter after deportation, par-
ticularly when stuck in situations of immobility, has led to narratives of progress
and success being increasingly linked to the “global horizons” (Graw & Schielke,
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2012) ofmigrant destinations: “People repeatedly equatemigrationwith their hopes
for a secure future, for themselves, but especially for their families and children”
(Boehm, 2009, p. 354). Based on a respondent using the metaphor of the trampo-
line to talk about Portugal as a destination, Henrik Vigh figured that “migration
in itself comes to function as a technology of the imagination in which envisioned
migratory trajectories open up imagined worlds and possibilities” (Vigh, 2009b, p.
105).Thusmigration, itself an imagined aim, opens the way to new imaginaries and
futures perceived through the experiences of migrants and potentially deportees as
well (pp. 92f; cf. Gardner, 1995).

Political interventions by the European Union have substantially externalized,
constrained and reversed migrations within sub-Saharan Africa today (Gaibazzi et
al., 2017) and have rendered “success” through adventure much less likely, but even
after several “failed” migratory attempts the hegemonic notion of success through
migrating largely persists in the collective imaginary, connected to courage, mas-
culinity, and worldliness as well as potential social mobility for one’s entire kin.
There are still few alternative discourses that discourage people from undertaking
these perilous adventures. Rather, the collective imaginary stigmatizes the immo-
bility of young people considering it a breakdown in the adolescent life cycle (Gonin
& Kotlok, 2012), especially for men. Simultaneously, ever more restrictive migra-
tory policies increasingly challenge these hegemonic conceptions. A change of atti-
tude seems to be developing not least in light of the large number of deportations,
and more recently humanitarian and transit returns, from Libya and other African
countries and thousands of deaths in the Sahara and the Mediterranean – even
though, as I suggested, intra-African deportations are considered less grave than
deportations from Europe. “Individual failure” still needs to be halted, though, in
view of the collective conception. Consequently, a “failed” adventure may be inter-
nalized and silenced or become an issue betweenmother and son in order to retain
respect, as I have shown before, and not least to keep up the societal hope (Hage,
2003).

Even so, as I have said, in recent years there have been more young people and
their families declaring that they will stay and engage on the spot, and more com-
munity initiatives supporting them. Interestingly, their discourses resemble those
of the state and the EU. Moreover, the state is promoting a double discourse, on
the one hand “fighting” irregular migration, and on the other valorizing migrants’
roles and promoting legal ways simultaneously.One can hear stories about success-
ful returnees in many places. For instance, “Samakirikora” a development project
of former migrants who left around 1960 from the region of Kayes has contributed
to developing the villages around the area and become well known (field notes, 10-
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28-2015).35This contributes to the “horizon” of expecting a successful and dignified
return for the benefit both of oneself and one’s close family and friends. For many,
the adventure remains “the last way out,” but it could also be “the next possible
option,” while others stay.

I have framed deportations as turning points and vital conjunctures, thus pro-
viding space, or rather enforcing space, to develop new imaginations and aspira-
tions. Literature has also discussed imaginations and aspirations as fundamental
motors for action and (potentially radical) change, which may provide a new reper-
toire of “more fundamental ways of grappling with the future” (Bromber et al, 2015,
p. 3).36 Hannah Arendt, who was never able to fully develop her theory of imagina-
tion, emphasized the power of imagination for both cognition and action and the
capacity to change facts.37 Likewise, as often cited, Arjun Appadurai (1996) coined
the idea of the “capacity to aspire,” as a navigational capacity, which essentially
means that there is agency as long as people can aspire. Consequently, imagina-
tions and aspirations are not only central to any kind of agency, but at the core
of our activity including the possibility for creating new or alternative ways to go
about things. Bottici complements Arendt’s individual approach with the psycho-
analyst Cornelius Castoriadis defining the imaginary as something fundamentally
social and related to the very being of humankind. It is based on the idea that each
social entity needs an imaginary to exist and vice versa.Thus, “imagination is before
the distinction between ‘real’ and ‘fictitious.’ In other words, it is because radical
imagination exists that ‘reality’ exists for us – and, therefore, one can act, it ex-
ists tout court“ (Castoriadis, 1994, pp. 321f; as quoted by Bottici, 2011, p. 62).38While
Arendt sees in (individual) imaginations something that is absent, for Castoriadis
the social imaginary makes our “reality” in the form of a complex entanglement of
individuals which can only exist within this social context and imaginary.39 With-

35 Together with people of other nationalities, Senegalese, Algerians, Burkinabe, Guineans,
they returned voluntarily from France, installed themselves in a village and built up a sound
agriculture.

36 As Bromber et al. (2015) argue “Witnessing accelerated change and thereby the inherent
openness of the future seems to give rise to more fundamental ways of grappling with the
future in the form of ideologies, revised forms of social semantics and socialization” (p. 3).

37 Imagination is the faculty that mediates between the universal and the particular by provid-
ing both schemata for cognition and exemplars for action (Arendt & Beiner, 1982, pp. 72ff).

38 The term ‘radical’ needs to be understood as follows: “its politicalmeaning points to the need
of rethinking imagination in relation to the project of autonomy, which, as we will see, is a
crucial concern for Castoriadis. On the more general philosophical level, the term radical …
is also what can be called a primary imagination. This consists in the faculty of producing
images in the largest possible sense (that of ‘forms’, ‘Bilder’), that is, images without which
there would not be any thought at all, and which, therefore, precede any thought” (Bottici,
2011, p. 62).

39 For further explanation see Bottici, 2011, pp. 63ff.
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out further scrutinizing this concept, I want to highlight Castoriadis’s contribu-
tion – to posit that the social imaginary makes reality underlines its encompassing
character and existential meaning, in this case in relation both to the migratory
adventure and success ruptured by deportations and potential new chances.

In Arendt’s sense, imagination is, furthermore, the basis for critical thinking on
the political, because it enables us to reflect on others and to think fromwithin oth-
ers’ shoes. This allows scrutinizing and reflecting upon the community and, even-
tually, potentially creating change. For deportees and their social circles, change,
in the form of an unexpected situation created through the rupture caused by de-
portation, is first of all radically enforced from the outside. It incites a reversal of
the migratory project and has long-lasting effects. This turning point may lead to
a standstill, stuckness and (bare) immobility or, as this study has shown, multiple,
agentic and navigational ways of going about things and continuing under con-
ditions post deportation. In this, the capacity to aspire, imagine, and long for the
future – possibly a new adventure, but also a business on-site and eventually tak-
ing care for one’s close relations in whatever sense – plays a central role in everyday
lives and is a potential motor for productivity, evolution, and potential change from
within on the actor’s part.

According to Arendt, however, imaginations may be ambivalent: a source of
both autonomy and heteronomy (Bottici, 2011, pp. 60f), which means they can be
a means of emancipation and thus a critique of what is given, but also a means of
subjection to it.40 Castoriadis sets the creation of images in a primary imagina-
tion before any imaginary and reality. Fundamentally concerned with autonomy,
it is here that he sees the source of any critique: in the radical capacity to ques-
tion one’s own images lies the possibility of critique (p. 66). Accepting this, Bottici
develops the “imaginal” as “what is made from images” to build a bridge between
Arendt’s individual concept of imagination and the social imaginary,which eventu-
ally allows one to navigate between the two, making absent imaginations present
in the double sense of creating something new, but also of denying facts. It is a
theoretical tool, as she says, to grasp how to come up with new imaginations in a
world full of established images.

In terms of the imaginary of migratory success constituting people’s “reality,”
which is made from images, this would mean that people needed to fundamentally
question the images produced in this way and come up with alternatives. In addi-
tion to the contingent and uncertain everyday, deportations link in here unexpect-
edly and may question the images established. This is where Johnson-Hanks sees
space for another potential future. On the one hand, people may resist European
borderscapes by denying the danger of death and the impossibility of making it.

40 Imaginations may lead to denying factual truth (cf. Arendt, 1972, p. 5), which in politics, for
instance, may foster citizens’ subjectivations.
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However, increased migration might lead to ever more restrictive migratory poli-
cies, unprecedented levels of migratory brokerage, more detentions, deaths, and
deportations, with the political system continuing to brutally subject individuals.
Simultaneously, others would continue to “succeed” or to return autonomously and
contribute to “development,” which would help to keep up the established imagi-
nary. Alternative ways out could rather be imagined by creating sustainable possi-
bilities for self-determined development, thus enabling people to stay or building
realistic safe and legalmigratory opportunities, albeit circular ones formany – even
if such images would almost fall under Beckert’s label of “rational expectations” as
they are close to realistic and also pragmatic scenarios. Radical reimaginations,
in Castoriadis’s sense might rather direct toward global freedom of movement,
mobility, and staying as well, a world of equals and of justice, or toward suprater-
ritorial communities of refugees and migrants (such as the proposal for Refugia by
Cohen & VanHear, 2019); all these could be labelled utopian as well. Still, successful
leaving and returning and autonomous decisions to stay after deportation are what
regenerate people and provide new experiences that may persist, while potentially
also widening the “horizon of expectations” and reference for their imaginations
and further actions, by criticizing current conditions and engendering new images
and eventually new realities.

According to Appadurai, the “capacity to aspire” allows those with more expe-
riental knowledge a wider spectrum of possible goals to envision and reach for,
which are usually unequally distributed among richer and poorer populations and
thus economically, socially, and politically shaped. Inmodernity, however, this con-
nection between experiences and expectations is said to be increasingly falling
apart. Globalization and new media have opened unprecedented ways of consum-
ing “alien” experience.41 Things can be aspired to that were not imaginable before.
Moreover, our world seems to have become even more contingent or at least is
perceived as such. It was international migration itself that created the imagi-
nary of success, built on established migratory cultures in Mali and thus enabling
“global horizons” in the last decades. Migrations that are forcefully reversed or
prove fatal produce more and more experiential knowledge, collectively shared,
of the complexities of today’s world. Adventurers and, in a particular way, the de-
ported demonstrate a specific kind of worldliness and wisdom, gained through
their suffering, even if it may be silenced. But the realities they have experienced
question the “seemingly established future.” Still, it remains an oscillation between
leaving and staying, disoriented, vague, subverting, and deeply agentic at the same
time.

41 From a case study of the urban poor inMumbai, Appadurai figures that their activist engage-
ment and multiple connections lead to a widening of horizons.
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In order to enhance the capacity to aspire and, in Arendt’s terms, the capacity
for change through imaginations, Appadurai appeals to a “compulsory cosmopoli-
tanism” that consists in drawing on “the habit of imagining possibilities, rather
than giving in to the probabilities of externally imposed change.”42 It is similar
to Beckert’s fictional and rational expectations. As I have said, deportations are
externally imposed and probable, therefore, changes of the latter kind. Former de-
portees do, in fact, go on and imagine possibilities, narratively framed by la chance.
A society put under constraint by migratory restrictions, immobilizations, invol-
untary and forced returns, has no other choice than to go on. On the one hand,
the migratory success story is kept up – sometimes by only supposedly success-
ful migrants, in France but merely visiting until they have sufficient earnings to
distribute gifts, often showing up in a neat suit or even driving a new car up to
a remote village (field notes, 12-28-2015). Others never return or break their ties
with the family for shame at not having made it. These illusions suggest one’s abil-
ity to participate in the globalized world of consumption, but more importantly, to
move oneself and one’s (extended) family up the socio-generational scale and be-
come someone. It is like grasping at straws to retain dignity, where external forces
render an autonomous life impossible and deeply endanger one’s dignity as a good
person and one’s prospects of becoming someone.

At the same time, the large numbers of deportees in Mali, their organizations
and the air of everydayness and normalcy associated with them have created con-
spicuous social realities. The deaths in the Mediterranean are commemorated and
ritualized, and bereaved parents, communities, and the diaspora step in, trying to
create alternatives for their youth. Still, the economic and educational alternatives
really existing on the ground have not been able to compete with the adventurous
ways so far, and there are literally no safe or legal ways. Rather migrants may be
exalted as “martyrs” and, together with the commemoration of the shipwrecked,
incorporated into the cultural heritage of migration (see Sylla & Schultz, 2020) that
this study began with. At the same time these moves and actions constitute a vivid
resistance against the externalization of the European border regime. Obviously,
the established images have been questioned, but there is quite some way to go.
So far, the so-called horizons of expectations may have been adjusted, diversified,

42 “By the ethics of possibility, I mean those ways of thinking, feeling, and acting that increase
the horizons of hope, that expand the field of the imagination, that produce greater equity
in what I have called the capacity to aspire, and that widen the field of informed, creative,
and critical citizenship. … By the ethics of probability, I mean those ways of thinking, feeling,
and acting that … are generally tied to the growth of a casino capitalism which profits from
catastrophe and tends to bet on disaster. ... I offer these two contrasting ethical styles to
suggest that beneath themore conventional debates and contradictions that surround what
we call globalization there is a tectonic struggle between these two ethics.” (Appadurai, 2013,
p. 295).
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and widened, but they have hardly completely changed. Meanwhile, people go on
imagining and believing in la chance.

Concluding remarks

The aim of this chapter was to build a bridge between the conditions of uncertainty
and potential stuckness that former deportees are subjected to after deportation,
and their finding and expressing intrinsic subjectivities in the narrative as well as
a practical relation to la chance, kunna in Bamanakan, future making, and a broader
cosmology, eventually providing another level of meaning. To this end, I have re-
flected on deportations as rupture-like events, examining their processual charac-
ter and vital conjunctures, building ground for productivity and potential change
over time.

In deportees’ narratives and practices, spirituality and religion, sense- and fu-
ture-making, luck, success, failure and la chance coalesce in a very specific form.
People imagine and go on, between the tensions of destiny and agency. La chance
links in here. Practices, such as consulting the marabout, and speaking of a new la
chance, show ways to deal with the contingency and uncertainty of the everyday and
the future, under conditions post deportation. They create certainty and not least
new potential imaginations and possible futures.The supposed unawareness of the
future can thus be a productive component in general cosmological explanations
inWest Africa, within the tension between destiny and human agency, where one’s
future may be outlined, but that is open for human activation at the same time.

Susann Ludwig coined the phrase “the happy Sisyphus” or rather “the conscien-
tious Sisyphus” (2017b, p. 173) to describe theMalian graduate. Similarly, former de-
portees go on – sometimes, however, in a state of severe restless stress. In reference
to Clifford Geertz, she concludes la chance does not make the world less uncertain,
but it renders randomness intelligible. La chance supports graduates’ feeling that
they are “on top of things” and thereby “makes action possible for [them] at all”
(Geertz, 1975, p. 12). Former deportees may be deeply constrained in their every-
day, but la chance may provide them with a sensation of additional autonomy and
agency, as if having kunna implies a secure belief in success if one engages for it.

Not least, through collective sharing and narrating meaning is recreated, even
after deportation. In this sense, the supposed “failure” of the migratory adventure,
can productively allow space for creating alternatives and new certainties, not least
for surviving with dignity and a more spiritual quality in one’s social relations.The
immobility–mobility continuum, from bare immobility via imagined mobility to a
new and real mobility is often the pivot andmode of being.Whilemassive “failures”
have led to the collectivization and normalization of deportation experiences, the
imagery of migratory success appears largely a hegemonic, even if debated, foil.



 
 
 





Chapter 8
Conclusion

This book set out to tell an alternative story, based on the narratives and practices
of former deportees in southern Mali, of supposedly “failed” migratory adventures
and their ambivalences, caused by and endured after deportation. To this end, it
examined the social, material, cultural, emotional, political, temporal, and spatial
dimensions of life after deportation. Now, in this concluding chapter, after a short
summary of the main lines of argument, I will revisit the leading theme, the notion
of the “failed” migratory adventure with respect to its sociological ambivalence,
before taking my leave with some final reflections on the political dimension of the
post-deportation situation in southern Mali and beyond, touching on the role of
the researcher in particular and on what remains to be done.

Facing conditions post deportation in southern Mali – a short summary

The dominant discourse on migration that relates to the adventurer’s supposed
success – leaving to search for money (as “there is nothing here”), earning, then
returning to contribute to the social uplifting of the family – is contradicted by the
effects of the global deportation regime and the EU’s externalization of its borders
and migratory controls onto the African continent. The opening scene of the book,
which described families commemorating the loss at sea of community members,
their sons, fathers, and brothers, in a city to the west of Bamako, offered a power-
ful image of the response to this disruptive condition.Moreover, the overwhelming
number of deportees, repatriates, and other returnees and former migrants par-
ticipating in the event was a strong testimony to the ruptures and frictions affect-
ing established migratory and social patterns andmultiple transnational entangle-
ments in the region. In terms of this dominant narrative, a supposed “failure,” is
condensed into the drama of returning with empty hands as a result of a depor-
tation. Against this background, the book focused on how former deportees cope
with a central dilemma arising from their deportation experience: that of going
on over the long term with shattered socio-economic prospects and, most impor-
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tantly, while still enmeshed in the dense web of social relations and obligations that
many had at first tried to flee.

Mali is a special case as regards the number and variety of deportations to
which its people have been subject. They started in the 1960s, when many African
states gained their independence, and continued with forced returns from Europe
after increasingmigratory restrictions in the 1970s, first of all from the former colo-
nial power, France, and then from Spain, and finally Italy. The number of forced
returns increased with the strengthening and outsourcing of a European external
border to the African continent in the 2000s, a process that gained momentum
in the aftermath of the European “refugee crisis” and the human rights violations
committed in North African detention centers.The Malian state, meanwhile, never
implemented large-scale deportations itself, though it has lately taken up the prac-
tice of so-called “assisted voluntary returns.” Multiple political crises – in Libya
around the fall of President Gaddafi in 2011; in northern Mali from 2012, spun off
as one consequence of the Libyan case; latterly the European “refugee crisis” – have,
furthermore, formed the political context in which the post-deportation situation
is discussed. All this adds to a widespread sense of economic, social, intergen-
erational, and allegedly gender-related crises among people. Oriented along the
general lines of grounded theory, the book provides a multi-sited, in-depth ethno-
graphic view of the global deportation regime in operation over an extended field
site stretching from the deportee organizations in Bamako to the administrative
district of Kita Cercle in the region of Kayes, and towards the region of Sikasso
in the direction of the Ivory Coast. All these places are characterized by particular
regional, historical and (reversed) migratory settings and, above all, a high level
and frequency of migration and (forced) returns, as well as a certain amount of
organization on the part of the deportees in question.

Themajority of the men in this book (young and old) were deported during and
after the peaks in the 2000s, particularly during the Libyan crisis, but more gen-
erally during the first wave of externalization from Mahgreb countries and in the
aftermath of the attacks on the border fences of Ceuta and Melilla in 2005. Some
were sent back by air, but a substantial number were also put on trucks and set
down in the desert. Many eventually returned to their villages of origin: some after
many deportations and violent push-backs, after phases of protracted waiting, and
“forced immobility” (Stock, 2019). Others came from European countries, often af-
ter long experiences of being undocumented, spending periods in detention and
facing sometimes arbitrary deportation practices. Most of them called themselves
refoulés.These people, mostly men from a rural or urban background even if they
lived in urban areas, retained substantial connections with their villages of origin.
Many had left on an adventure after something had not worked out: leaving be-
came an “exit option,” which was subsequently torpedoed by another breakdown
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and supposed “failure” as the objective of social becoming and uplifting the entire
family did not “work out” either. Many had been back “home” for several years.

Deportees retrospectively narrated their deportation experiences in accounts
of (social) suffering summed up in the phrase “the adventure is not easy” – feelings
of restlessness, violence, fear, stress, and anger were repeated patterns; they also
depicted the deportation regimes running fromEuropean countries throughNorth
Africa that had caused these forms of social suffering.The central narrative of suf-
fering revolved around the loss of money and the emblematic “empty hands” that
they returned with having left on a quest for money, a quest that has to be seen
in light of the social norms of contributing, reproduction, and the management
of social relations in which money and wealth occupy a specific symbolic position
fundamentally related to the social order. Post deportation, this leads to conflicting
social dynamics conditioned by deportees’ feelings of shame, which, in the form of
the Mandé concept of maloya, is ambivalent, being seen also as status-enhancing,
inasmuch as it maintains respect and one’s inner sense of self. Gossip can serve
as a regulator and also a revisor of the social order; silences may be strategies to
counteract gossip; both equally are attempts to preserve or re-establish social har-
mony. They can condition each other. Mothers, who in Mandé are given a central,
moral role in beliefs linked to the performance and success of their children and
vice-versa, are especially impacted by gossip.

Fa den sago–without spirit, lazy, cowardly – is the narrative denotation of social
death, something one might be said to undergo after deportation, when one runs
the risk of narrative emasculation because obtaining money and providing for the
family through the migratory adventure are central masculine features. Deportees
in urban and rural areas have to navigate their immobilities andmasculinities after
deportation – and eventually over the longer term – getting by through hard work,
showing courage, marrying, and, most importantly, through (re-)interpreting the
suffering both of the journey and of the everyday, eventually reconverting it into
what I term “adventure-hood,” which may provide them with some new (mascu-
line) self-confidence, dignity, and autonomy. It remains to be seen to what extent
these realities and renegotiations contribute to emerging deportee masculinities
that complement the existing repertoire of hegemonic and other masculine fea-
tures.

The deep ambivalence that the deportees are thrown into is countered in the
end by the emic notion of la chance, which appears to dominate in everyday conver-
sations generally and receives a particular meaning in situations post deportation.
As a final effort at sense- and future-making, deportees narrate and practically re-
late to la chance as a way of coping with the contingencies and uncertainties of their
past, their present, and their future. Within a broader context of cosmology, reli-
gion, and spirituality in Mali and West Africa, chance is deeply socially embedded
in everyday practices. Set between conceptions of fate, destiny, and human agency,
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such an approach enables people to provide guidance – most importantly on how
to go about creating the certainty that there will be another chance, often either
through leaving again or building up something on the ground.

The book has shown how deportations impact individuals differently depend-
ing on a number of factors. In addition to time spent abroad and the time since
one’s return, age, gender, and generation play a central role since mobility, and the
migratory adventure in particular, are related to different aspects of masculinity as
one grows up and becomes someone. This links in with one’s economic position-
ing and embedding before, during, and after migration, as well as one’s capacity
to contribute and other people’s expectations that one will contribute. Moreover,
the type of migratory journey one undertook, and the specific experiences, hard-
ships, and suffering one underwent determine one’s condition after deportation
substantially. It fundamentally matters, as I have shown earlier, what people lived
through while abroad and on the way. The months or years between leaving and
returning are of critical importance. Insofar as they form one’s experience of ad-
venture or migration, they may enable embeddedness and preparedness, even in
cases of unplanned, unexpected, and involuntary, forced returns, in which, accord-
ing to Cassarino, preparation is quasi “non-existent” (2004, p. 19).The same applies
to experiences of deportation, the way that people are returned, and the violence
that accompanies it, which is also of central importance.There is even a certain hi-
erarchy as regards the means of transport used for one’s deportation, by air or over
land. Moreover, the starting point of a deportation carries symbolic value in terms
of its gravity, related above all to particular characteristics ascribed to the deport-
ing state. As far as social embeddedness is concerned, it is one’s social networks
and relations before, during, and after return, that have been shown to bemost rel-
evant for re-embedding after deportation and, at the same time, most challenging
in relation to the central loss of money and one’s ability or inability to contribute.
Whether one was able to earn some money while abroad and remit it back home,
or managed to return with something anyway can substantially influence the eco-
nomic and social conditions of one’s life post deportation. Not least one’s place of
settlement after deportation – in a rural or an urban area – influences one’s po-
sition in relation to economic and mobility opportunities and autonomy, and also
to one’s development and social being. In the end, what matters, it is said, is the
wealth of being a full person, caring and contributing with body, heart, and soul
for that signifies being “a man” as well.
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Supposed “failed” migratory adventures and sociological ambivalence

Deportees are forced into an unwanted situation in which they must confront un-
met expectations of reciprocity and contributing and are forced to navigate in a
charged social environment where a person normatively counts only in terms of his
or her relatedness. This situation is deeply ambivalent and contradictory in many
dimensions as it is impossible for the involuntarily returned migrant to take on the
expected role of breadwinner and provider, given that he may become dependent
on his family instead, at least for the interim; this is a severe blow to someone’s per-
sonhood and may impair it substantially, even over the longer term. On the other
hand, the deportee has survived and has come back healthy and alive – ideally,
given that many return psychologically and physically impaired – and is thus able
to go on.

Ambivalence has relatively recently been rediscovered as a subject for sociology
(e.g., Boccagni & Kivisto, 2019; Arribas-Ayllon & Bartlett, 2014; Wegar, 1992; Bau-
mann, 1991; Billig et al., 1988). Most significantly, Robert K. Merton borrowed the
concept from psychology (originally psychoanalysis) making “sociological ambiva-
lence” insofar as it is “built into the structure of social statuses and roles” (1976,
p. 5) fruitful for sociological theory. Different from ambiguity, inconsistency, un-
certainty, or disorientation, ambivalence “is the coexistence of opposing emotional
and cognitive orientations toward ‘the same person, object or symbol’” (Boccagni
& Kivisto, 2019, p. 6; cf. Smelser, 1998, p. 13).1

Within sociology, ambivalence has been mostly discussed with respect to fam-
ily and kin relations, as well as immigration (Boccagni & Kivisto, 2019, p. 4). For the
latter, a shifting and contrasting of roles and identities in different lifeworlds and
cultural value systems, in the sending, potentially the transit, and the receiving so-
ciety, is a practically unavoidable matter of fact. As shown extensively in this book,
migration itself may be deeply ambivalent, full of hope, hardships, and happiness,
“sometimes resulting in a protracted emotional experience” (ibid., p. 6), requiring
constant navigating, repositioning, and negotiating. Analytically, ambivalence al-
lows individual emotional depth,which at the same time needs to be seen in light of
“the competing role-based normative expectations [and] the broader societal con-
tradictions that engender it” (ibid.). Ambivalence may be a time-specific or place-
specific experience or a protracted condition (p. 11). In this vein, ambivalencemakes
it possible to grasp and discuss social complexity, linking the individual experience
to the social dimension as well as the historical and structural context.

1 Merton’s definition of sociological ambivalence is notwithstanding a psychological one, as
ambivalence cannot be thought of without “an emotional, conative, or cognitive response”
(Boccagni & Kivisto, 2019, p. 5).
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In the current book ambivalence has been developed as a helpful analytical lens
to study deportees’ experiences and lifeworlds starting from what I have called the
ambivalence of the “failed” migratory adventure. Deportations are the result of a
political administrative measure that is potentially economically driven. Still, de-
portees are thrown into what many consider to be “failure,” a morally and emo-
tionally charged judgment (cf. Appadurai, 2018). Deportees cannot resolve this
dilemma, at least not at first. It is the morality of “failure” and judgmental behav-
ior, based on normative and hegemonic conceptions, which can cause emotional
extremes of stigmatization, shame, and, even if only rarely, social (self-)exclusion
for deportees. The term “relational ambivalence” best describes the complex social
dynamics that occur within family and village or neighborhood spaces through the
drama of return. Monika Palmberger (2019) emphasizes the relational approach to
ambivalence in a study of Turkish labor migrants in Austria, according to which,
ambivalence “can neither be seen solely as an individual experience, as residing
within the individual, nor as a result of differing social status and roles alone.
Rather it is a product of relationships individuals engage in” (p. 14). This defin-
ing addition of the social relationality of ambivalence is of major importance in
the context under discussion, where people consider themselves not as having re-
lationships but as being relationships (cf. Piot, 1999). Moreover, relational ambiva-
lence has shown itself to be the most significant analytical lens for examining the
(re)negotiations described as taking place through gossiping and silence post de-
portations.

Sociological ambivalence is, furthermore, considered to be a transitional stage
to be overcome (Belloni, 2019). Migrants’ ambivalence is often thought to resolve
itself once they are back in their country of origin, but returning migrants may, in
fact, carry with them cultural values from abroad that cause new ambivalent sen-
sations. In the case of deportations, expectations and realities collapse altogether,
once deportees are back, potentially leaving them torn. More than that, deporta-
tions cause evermore extreme emotional experiences of ambivalence. In this sense,
I appreciate Monica Belloni’s appeal for sociological ambivalence to be considered
as an “ongoing condition” (Belloni, 2019, p. 5) and emotional experience, illustrated
here by the protracted normative inconsistencies deportees confront during and
after their migrations and deportations, caused “from above” by the deportation
regimes.2 Protracted ambivalence may be experienced in deportees’ immobiliza-
tion and sense of stuckness. The social dynamics in kin and family relations are
particularly challenging since they condense the contradictory expectations and

2 This is different to the case of the Eritreans that Milena Belloni discusses, where contradic-
tions are produced in the country of origin itself with opposing expectations – becoming a
breadwinner through migration, as against a lifelong obligation to do military service in the
home country (Belloni, 2019, pp. 14f).
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ambivalent reactions of joy, sadness, and hope. This may be added to by intergen-
erational ambivalences, as I have shown.

At the same time, a supposed “failure” has generally been summed up by de-
portees and their circles in the phrase “the adventure did not work out.” In this
sense, wealth and value lie in the person, who is healthy and alive and able to go on
in most cases. “It’s not the end of the world,” as the staff of deportee organizations
say too. What is important is the space left for going on. Deportations may bring
about a turning point and vital conjuncture. In this sense, I developed “failure”
as a productive category as well. Deportees have a range of strategies for dealing
with things, as shown. Considered a rite de passage towards adulthood and becom-
ing somebody, in West Africa the migratory adventure still also functions partly as
a ritual intended to transform the adventurer as well as his social circle. Even if
deportees “have not made it” in the expected way, they have the air of having been
“there,” or at least somewhere else, and of having acquired some “adventure-hood.”
In this respect, the adventure has worked out as some form of transition. Like the
memories of hardships and shame, this “acquisition” may endure over time as well
to be potentially integrated into the ambivalent experience of a supposed “failure,”
collectively shared and thus also becoming somehow normalized.

“Failure” and ambivalence can also be seen in Appadurai’s view as “nothing bad”:
if you fail, “fail early, fail often” (2016, p. xxiii), he suggests, trying to grasp the
contemporary conception in capitalist modernity. One might also be reminded of
Samuel Beckett, the “maestro of failure” (Power, 2016), and his literary work, once
dubbed “the art of failure” (Coe, 1964, p. 4; cf. Burton, 2005). For Beckett, failure was
the only artistic goal, the single act of expression worth trying to articulate,3 most
prominently inWorstward Ho (1983): “Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again.
Fail again. Fail better”: it is about the value of trying, even if one fails and suffers.4

Malian adventurers are not artists in the literal sense, but they are definitely artists
of life. A supposed “failure” may become part of their being and eventually a pro-
ductive category. In the artistic sense, “failure” and suffering are not only inevitable,
but even to be glorified.5 All this links in with the existential quest of leaving and
returning in the concept of the migratory adventure with suffering at the core of
sense-making post deportation: memories of suffering, suffering in everyday life,
but also suffering that can be reinterpreted as a new chance.

3 “To be an artist is to fail, as no other dare fail, that failure is his world and the shrink from it
desertion” (Beckett, 1983, p. 145).

4 Eventually, failure is seen as suffering in Beckett’s literature as well: “I suffer, thus I am” (cf.
Burton, 2005, p. 60).

5 Silence is also given a prominent place in the discussion of failure in Beckett’s work: “silence
as an authentic response to failure”, and actually the only legitimate response. Burton refers
further to Wittgenstein and his similar appreciation of silence (cf. Burton, 2005, p. 57).
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So, who is the one judging a supposed “failure” or success and who is the one
that is forced to accept the judgment (cf. Appadurai, 2016, p. xxxi)? Hegemonic
social conceptions are challenged by increasing numbers of deportations. A “fail-
ure” is not denied, but potentially externalized, to God as ultimately responsible, to
one’s mother, to higher spirits, and increasingly to politics and structural causes.
Notwithstanding, though, the migratory adventure also remains an individual en-
deavor to attain responsibility and manhood.The radical change Malian deportees
experience through deportation has long-lasting effects for themselves and their
communities.This turning point may lead to standstill and immobility as well. The
form of ambivalence experienced seems to change over time and according to each
situation and case; but it is hardly ever resolved completely. It is more a matter of
reducing its strength by continuing. In some cases, ambivalence may be resolved
– when one earns money or potentially becomes someone through setting up a
small project on the ground or with the support of a relative. It can be the ambiva-
lence of the situation itself that generates multiple agentic and navigational ways
of going about things, and continuing. In this way, deportees redefine, adapt, and
negotiate their roles continuously. In the end, perhaps, it is questionable whether
ambivalence can or needs to be dissolved after all.

La chance can be a narrative and practical means of going on with this dilemma.
In this sense, ambivalence can be hopeful as well; hope can emerge out of uncer-
tainty (cf. Kleist & Thorsen, 2017).6 Hannah Arendt even considers imaginations
to be ambivalent in their political potential to change facts (1972, p. 5, cf. Bottici,
2011, p. 61). Within the cosmological, spiritual, and social order in West Africa and
Mali, people are used to mastering contingency (cf. also Bromber et al., 2015) – in
the light of ambivalences too, one might say. And inside this cultural repertoire of
openness and flexibility, there may also be space to adapt the dominant narrative
of migration and the humanly judged concept of “failure” too, not least because its
ambivalence and productivity may be a motor for social change as well. As Beckert
suggests, imagined futures can be crucial components of the social, economic, and
political order itself (2016, p. 11).

Back to the political and what remains to be done

For most people in Mali, migrations, mobility, and deportations have been shaping
their lifeworlds and society in recent decades. With changing political realities,

6 For Palmberger (2019), migrants’ undecidedness constitutes a strategy to cope with difficult
situations, weighing different opinions, moral and social stances, thus not adopting one sin-
gle position or judgment.
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people have been responding differently, by adapting migratory strategies and, if
necessary, redefining what they are and may become as well.

Migrants’ restless going on against migratory constraints and after deporta-
tions seems deeply agentic. Lucht even makes a political act out of migrants’ rest-
lessness and desperation, defining “the death-defying journeys in the desert and
theMediterranean” as “ways of transgressing the borders imposed on them inmore
than one way.” Migrant suffering and sometimes death would therefore not con-
stitute “political acts per se,” but “forms of iconoclasm that question the moral le-
gitimacy of the system” (2017, pp. 157f).7

Even if deportees’ situations may sometimes be an ongoing experience of am-
bivalence and suffering, one may frame deportees’ restless continuing in Lucht’s
terms instead as morally questioning the established deportation regimes through
“forms of iconoclasm” to political acts. The works of Dünnwald and Lecadet high-
light the associations of former deportees in Mali, which have built a remarkable
activist legacy in their country and the region. These continue to frame and take
part in the political debate and reality with respect to EU externalizations and de-
portations in Mali today. Cécile Canut and Alioune Snow show with the “théâtre des
expulses,” who performed in 2008 in Bamako under the direction of ARACEM and
AME (back then their founding members had recently been deported themselves),
how the play Essingan demonstrates the ambivalence of the dominant narrative of
migratory success. It differentiates the difficulties of the journey and the possibil-
ities of a common “failure,” which places the weaknesses of the individual traveler
and his “lapsed moral attitudes.” This should be “understood as an integral part of
the group’s attempt to negotiate new theatrical representations and new discourses
onmigration” (Canut & Snow, 2008, p. 10). Since then, the numbers of deportees in
the country have been rising. Experiences of deportation have become ever more
collective, even if individual and social ambivalences persist. Protests against state
practices of externalizing borders and their corollary effects, the deaths ofmigrants
and their forcible return, have received unprecedented urgency and visibility. This
is also a collective endeavor to cope, as in the commemoration of the shipwrecked,
public opposition to restrictive migratory policies, and former deportees organiz-
ing themselves, accusing the state of “forcing people to leave” and pleading for “real”
alternatives on the ground. In this sense, the political and public discourses sur-
roundingmigrants’ “failure” seem at least to have turned against a Malian state and
the EU which “kill,” even if the narrative of migratory success persists.

7 In a similar vein Alvarez (2016) observes “Despite their small size and relatively small num-
bers, the small boats that ply the Strait's [i.e., the Strait of Gibraltar’s] clandestine routeswere
often figured as physical and metaphorical vehicles for (imagined) assaults on the integrity
of the European body politic. Furthermore, the immigrants they carried were regarded as
potential assaulters of the physical and social security of individual Europeans” (p. 121).
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In the aftermath of the “refugee crisis” and in the course of the current Valetta
process, the new funds for return and reintegration available under the EUTF have
given place to new activities and associations of migrants and others. “Assisted vol-
untary return and reintegration” has become the dominant paradigm also in light
of the so far stagnating negotiations on forced returns in the asymmetric architec-
ture of the EU Migration Partnership Framework of 2016 (Schultz, 2020a). Framed
as more humane and flexible – and being so in real terms – it is also an option pre-
ferred by African states over the highly criticized and contested procedure of forced
return in West African societies as developed here (cf. Adam et al., 2019; Zanker
et al., 2019). It is only recently that conditions post return and deportations have
been discussed as becoming sustainable; notwithstanding, the focus on security
remains (Cassarino, 2016, pp. 219f). These (re)integration projects are as much in-
tended to Europeanize the question of deportations and expulsions in Mali and the
subregion (cf. Sylla & Schultz, 2019) as to address the fundamental discrepancies
between adequate activities on the ground, potential funding, and uneven commu-
nication, known as development collaboration.8 In this respect, former deportees
and potential migrants are made development actors themselves through EUTF-
programs,marking a clear nexus of deportation and development. More than that,
these “assisted voluntary returns” are not necessarily appreciated by assisted re-
turnees themselves, civil-society actors, or the returnees known as refoulés either.
It is to be assumed that, with the latest increase in assisted returns, above all in
the form of transit and emergency returns from North African countries (Alpes,
2020; Zanker & Altrogge, 2019), collective experiences have become an ever more
integral part of the societal everyday, with memories and narrations being widely
shared.This hints at there being a new quality of return and reintegration realities
and society in Mali.

Several of my findings mirror what the existing work on post deportation and
return research suggest. These include upholding the migration cycle to permit
an eventual sustainable return and reintegration (e.g., Cassarino, 2016), given that
deportation may incite renewed migration and worsen matters at the point of de-
parture, and enabling returns to be prepared for, decided on, and multiply embed-
ded (cf. Ruben et al., 2009; Davids & van Houte, 2008.). In terms of development
through return for the countries of origin, Collyer (2018) summarizes three central
aspects (p. 123): the possibility for migrants to gain work experience and knowledge
that will need to be valued and integrated once they come back; the social capital
of the returnees before leaving, while abroad and after their return; and migrants’
ability to plan their return.This underlines the necessity of enabling a dignified and
autonomous, prepared and embedded return, as well as the possibility of mobility,

8 Even if the aims may be similar, the approaches vary widely and do not necessarily commu-
nicate, but are characterized by misunderstanding and a clear North–South inequality.
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in order to contribute to development and social well-being too. Currently these
aspects are not to be found in deportations and only partially in so-called “assisted
voluntary returns” (AVRs) (e.g., Kalir, 2017; Kuschminder, 2017; Koser & Kuschmin-
der, 2015) most of which are perceived as refoulements by migrants themselves.

Few of these findings, however, have been transferred into political practice. In
Germany, for instance, for researchers’ analyses and suggestions to be integrated
into policy discussions and the evaluation of return and reintegration programs has
become acknowledged as a critical tool (cf. Biehler et al., 2021; SVR, 2020; Schmitt
et al., 2019). Hasselberg in this sense questions the role of the researcher. She asks
how we can make our findings more public and enter policy circles and public de-
bates (2018, pp. 31f). Essentially, a large gap remains between academic and pub-
lic policy discourses, which, not least, derive from different role perceptions and
ascriptions. Thus, the social sciences’ conception of their public function is usu-
ally a more indirect one, that of producing “orientation and meaning in the local,
national, and global public spheres” (Faist, 2018, p. 28), in other words providing
explanatory and analytical knowledge. On the policy side, the researcher is consid-
ered more valuable for policy consultancy, which is to be provided on the basis of
“evidence-based” research, often referring to concrete numbers that will generate
clear-cut results to inform policy makers.

From this point of view, the complexity and ambivalence of sociological and
ethnographic research, as it has been promoted here, is hard to translate into such
clear-cut advice directly. More than that, there is a major lack of more systematic
research and data on forced returns, their impacts and adverse effects on the so-
cieties and people concerned: longitudinal analysis, statistical and mixed-method
data generation are necessary to enable broader comparisons to be made and also
for the work to be potentially taken more seriously by public-policy discourse; even
if one runs the risk of being policy-driven thereby (cf. Castles, 2010). So, much
more social science and ethnographic research is needed on fine-grained social
dynamics post deportations, and the impact of deportations over time. This re-
search, moreover, should be conducted not only from a socio-economic point of
view but in relation to the social and emotional costs and implications particularly
of the debt relations involved with the emblematic loss of money caused by forced
return, and take into account how all this translates into relations with family and
kin and other types of social relations (cf. Buggenhagen, 2012, p. 169), which are
highly ambivalent in how they relate to the shame of being unable to provide in the
expected sense. Not least, the useful analytical lens that sociological ambivalence
offers for grasping the complexity of deportees’ social lifeworlds, which I could only
touch on here, should be explored on a broader scale and with greater seriousness.
Overall, more space and in-depth detail are indispensable to a better contribution
to understanding returnees’ survival and dignified and autonomous reintegration
and way to go on – as well as how, in the end, this links in with actors’ entangle-
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ments and the broader discourse and practices of migration and potential social
change.

More than discourse, debate, and narration, this book has encouraged action
to this end on the practical level. Even if individual deportees and their families do
not necessarily recognize structural causes as responsible for their suffering, the
highly active civil society in Mali, in the subregion, and transnationally is calling
for an all-encompassing transformation of relevant institutions and recognition of
migrants’ rights, including their right to self-determined development, stay, and
mobility. Eventually, this would imply fundamental changes in the world trade sys-
tem, plus stricter regulation of financial flows (cf. Faist, 2018, p. 29), and, not least,
the formal integration of mobility. From this point of view, it is essential to discuss
and approach migratory and deportation policies within a broader framework of
political, legal, social, and economic transformation. What does the deportation
and assisted return of individuals, citizens and groups do to societies at large?More
than that, it would require an open dialogue between all actors involved – policy-
makers, activists, and migrants, ordinary citizens and other civil society and eco-
nomic actors – which is aware of power asymmetries and aimed at reciprocity and
equal sharing. Even though there appears to be a long way to go, it is worthwhile
thinking about this, discussing it, and writing it down. In that sense, this book has
provided a view from the south Malian actors’ side on the effects of the global de-
portation regime in this particular historical moment and context, characterized
by EU externalizations into the African continent and a great many deportations
and returns, as well as on how people cope with the realities of deportation on the
ground. It is meant to be a contribution to an understanding of how people’s so-
cial lifeworlds are carved up, disrupted, and shaped by current global structural in-
equalities and how they react to it. As such, it builds a basis for further engagement
by deportation studies in how this can have a profoundly transformative effect on
the society at large and what shape that transformation will take – without ever
letting deportation be the last word.



Glossary

These are the main terms and expressions in Bambara, the main local language in
Mali, which are used most often in the book, with their English and in some cases
their French equivalents.

ba mother
bè bi ba bolo everyone is in the hands of their mother
bololankoloun empty hands (French: “les mains vides”)
ka segin bololankoloun returning with empty hands
bonya respect
danbé dignity, honor, reputation
dimi pain, hurt, suffering (French: “la souffrance”)
ka gwa dèmè to contribute
fa father
fa den child of the same father
fa den sago the will of the father’s children or, better, of his

family, is not fulfilled
fadenya jealousy
fatagna powerlessness
geleya difficulty
grin group of people, often men, who gather around a

small stove to brew a drink, usually strong green
tea, socialize, and pass the time.

hòrònw nobility
kunna dija/gèrè diège luck (French: « la chance »)
maloya shame (shyness, embarrassement)
monnè resentment, bitterness, anger
wari ko gèlèyara money affairs have become difficult
ka taaga wari gnini/warignini to try to get money (French: “chercher de l’argent”)
ka kè waritiguiyé to become someone
sago will, desire
senankuya joking relationships
sòtigi head of the family (French: “chef de la famille”)
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ni ma tooro “tired heart” (French : “cœur fatigué”)
tògò nyuman good name
tounga the migratory journey, travel, “the adventure”

(French: “l’aventure”)
tounga man ja the trip/the adventure did not work out
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