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reinforces processes of com modification and consumption? �at are the P?litical
implications of commodif}'ing the 'unexpected', by generatmg an expectatJOn for 
it? And what do rhc ambiguities surrounding the 'unexpected' tell us about the 
constitution of the ethnic and cultural commodity? 

Commodifying Culture 

By emphasizing how the consumption of cultural difference is generative of 
unexpected experience, I wish to reveal some of the subtle processes through 
which commodificd ct.dture, or the 'ethno-commodity' (Comaroff and Comaroff 
2009) is reconfigured in historical context. Herein, the dialectical relationships 
between difference and desire, expectation and the unexpected, reshape the 
particular phenomena that tourists consume as 'culture'• . . The White Masai is part of a wider historical moment, m which popular a�d
academic reprc�entatin11s increasingly approach cultural difference as an essential 
reality and as explanatory principle for contemporary p

_
henomena. In contr�st to 

chis trend, posrrnlonial theorists showed that cultural difference and categ�r_1es_of
alteriry are discursive mechanisms which define positions of power an� leg1t1m1ze 
various forms of domination and exploitation. Discursive figurauons of the 
Other constitute conditions of possibility for modern, Western sovereignties and 
subjectivities (Fanon 1952; Fabian 1983; Said 1978: Trouillot 1991). Social 
domination works, herein, through particular media to create the effect of 
distance, objectification and inherent difference (Ahmed 2000; Stallyb:ass and 
White 1986; McClintock 1995; Magubane 2004; Masquelier 2005). Smee the 
eighteenth century, visual and textual representations played an im�ortant :ole in
European figurations of rhe Orient as an object of contemplauon, or m 

_
the 

construction of a 'world as exhibition' (Mitchell 1989). By the late twentieth 
century, intcrnarinnal navel and tourism had facilitated growi�g venues f�r t�e 
cultivation of a 'hegemonic gaze' chat reproduced representanons of altenty m 
contexts of inequality and exploitation (Little 1991; Lutz and Collins 1993: Kratz 
2002). Anthropological studies of tourism showed how visual and

. 
textual 

representations mediate the asymmetrical relationships between tounsts and
hosting communities (e.g. Bunten 2008; Bruner 2002, 2005: K�sfir 2007; 
Phillips and Steiner 1999). While, on one hand, s

_
u�h representations reflect

tourists' expectations and desires for cultural authent1ctty, on the other, they also 
constitute emblems through which indigenous peoples can b:and and. market
their cultures (Chanock 2000). In late capitalism, cultural difference ts often 
reproduced on the market, through commodified representations of alterity 
(Comaroff and Comaroff2009). . .. Nevertheless, marketable representations of the Other also carry the �oss�b1ltty
of incommunicability, miscommunication, or other kinds of unmten1ed 
readings. Because such representations are always rooted in the concrete pra,cnces
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of su�jects, they are never fully determined in terms of their indexical properties. 
Hom1 Bhabha (1994) argues that stereotypes of cultural difference must be

perpetually reiterated in the face of their inability to fully reflect actuality. The 
disarticulation between actuality and abstraction is generative of a certain excess, 
of a certain material ambivalence (1994: 66, 77; see also Comaroff and Comaroff 
2009: 23-24). Embodied encounters with various particular Others can both 
reassert and subvert established representational paradigms. Sara Ahmed (2000) 
maintains that encounters with strangers 'involve both fixation and the 
impossibility of fixation'. Such encounters have a 'surprising nature' premised on 
the 'possibility that we may not be abk to read the bodies of others' (2000, 8). I build 
on these approaches to understand unexpected experience as a challenge to 
consuming cultural difference. Unexpected experience constitutes an excess 
produced by the failures of both commodity fetishism and the fetishism of 
cultural difference to fully obscure the historical relations of their production. 
Faced with unexpected experience, consumers can resituate rhe locus of cultural 
difference to new forms of experience, bodily qualities and contexts. Such 
reconfigurations of the ethno-commodiry generate new desires and produce new 
sources of value. 

ln the narrative of The White Masai, unexpected experience perpetually 
reorients the narrator's desires away from some of the objects and events where 
cultural difference is initially presumed to rest. In the plot of the documentary 
Wiedersehen in Barsaloi, however, the 'free play' of unexpected experience is 
commodified, becoming itself an object of desire, a new source of value. I will 
draw on Deleuze and Guattari's notion (1983) of 'deterritorialized desire' to 
suggest that the desires produced by unexpected experience mark at once a limit 
of the commodity, and a new source of surplus value. I will also revisit Terry 
Eagleton's definition of aesthetics to argue that the realm of unexpected 
experience, like the bourgeois world of art, represents both a space of critical 
potentiality and an ideological condition for the commodity form (1990). In this 
sense, I refer to an emerging 'aesthetics of the unexpected' among consumers of 
culture. 

Samburu Men, European Women and 
The White Masai in Kenyan Tourism 

In order to understand the political implications of The White Masai for Kenyan 
tourism, we must first familiarize ourselves with the historical context in which its 
narrative em:rged. British colonialists as well as traders and travellers to Kenya 
had long depicted the Samburu people as primitive, exotic, and change-reluctant 
past�ralists (Kasfir 2007). Following Kenya's Independence in 1963, such images 
contmued to attract travellers and tourists from West European countries, while 
also generating new contexts in which the Samburu could produce capital. 
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