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Chapter 6
ON DIFFERENCE, DESIRE AND THE
AESTHETICS OF THE UNEXPECTED:
T WaHITE Masar iN KENYAN
ToOURISM

George Paul Meiu
G afe o

Introduction

In 1998, Swiss author Corinne Hofmann published The White Masai, recounting
her four-year experience in Kenya as the wife of a Samburu wartior. The narrator,
a 27-year-old middle-class Swiss woman, artived in D.eccmber 1986.011 a vacation
in the coastal town of Mombasa, Kenya, accompanied b)f her Swiss boy.fnend,
Marco. There, Corinne met the Samburu warrior Lketinga. She fell in love
instantly. ‘I cant explain, even to myself,’ she reflecred, ‘what s‘ccret magic there
is about this man’ (Hofmann 2005: 14). Her desire for the ‘tall, dark brc?wn,
beautiful exotic man’ (2005: 2) came suddenly and uncxpcctc.dly. Corl.nnc
confessed that “(i)f anyone had told me two weeks ago | would fall in love with a
Masai [s#] warrior, 1 would have faughed out l(?ud’ {2005: 14). From‘thexz og,
‘my whole life has been thrown into chaos’ {loc.cit.}. Upon return to SwltZCr.an s
she broke up with Marco. In July 1987, she flew back o Ken‘ya to ﬂn.d chtmga.
Mesmerized by this ‘strange and alien’ warrior (2005:.7), C_ormne decided to give
up her bridal gown store, her apartment, and her car in Swuzc_rland, and mo;:e }io
Kenya. The couple married and settled in a Samburu village in the north of the
counery, where chey opened a small store. Later, they moved to Mombas.a :o start
a tourist souvenir business. The narrator describes the hardship ofhe'r lit€ in the
bush. her illnesses, her conflicts with Lketinga, and the birth of cheir da.ughter,
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Napirai. Because of Lketinga’s growing jealousy, excessive drinking, and violent
behaviour, Corinne eventually decides to run back to Switzerland with her
daughter, never to come back,

The White Masai became an international bestseller. In the ten years following
its publication, it was translated into twenty-eight languages, and sold more than
four million copies. The book also played an important role in shaping the
expectations and desires of numerous European female tourists travelling to
Kenya and developing intimate relationships with Samburu men. The historical
context of these refationships, however, emerged more than a decade ptior to the
publication of the book. Already in the 1980s, young Samburu men from
northern Kenya had begun travelling seasonally to the town of Mombasa, on the
coast of the Indian Ocean. There, they earned money by performing ‘tribal’
dances, selling souvenirs, and developing relationships with female tourists.
Corinne’s relationship with Lketinga had itself been a product of this context. The
publication of The White Masaiand the international media populatization of the
author’s story furthered the growth of these intimate exchanges in Kenyan
tourism. For many women travelling to Kenya, experiencing ‘cufture’ in the style
of The White Masai came to refer to a desire for intimacy, love and sex, which were
perceived as a self-fulfilling pilgrimage beyond the markee and the world of
tourist consumption,

Throughout the narrative of The White Masai, the primitivist expectations
that shaped Corinne’s desires for Lketinga and for life in the African bush seem -
to collapse repeatedly in the face of her ‘unexpected’ encounters with the everyday
realities of contemporary Kenya, The ‘unexpectedness’ of such encounters, | wish
to suggest, carries a double-potentiality. It can further markerable percepts of
‘cultural difference’ at the same time that it can also offer a critical lens for their
historical interrogation. If, for Corinne, falling in love with a Samburu warrior
has ‘thrown (her) life into chaos’, the very possibility of the chaos, of the
unknown and the unexpecred came later to possibly hold value for some of the
tourists developing relationships with Samburu men. The ambiguities generated
by the tensions between the production of expectations and the desire for the
unexpected are at the core of the present analysis.

In this chapter, I argue that a critical examination of the ‘unexpected’
outcomes of embodied experience can unveil some of the hegemonic mechanisms
through which marketable stereotypes of cultural difference are reproduced. To
iHustrate my argument, I read the narrative of The White Muasai against the plot
of the Swiss documentary Wiedersehen in Barsaloi (Reunion in Barsaloi). This
documentary, which celebrates Hofmann’s return among the Samburu fourteen
years after she fled, actively produces an ‘expectation for the unexpected’ among
consumers of cultural difference. 1 contextualize these elements of public
discourse through ethnographic data of my own. This will raise important
questions with regard to the production of expectations in tourism: what are the
ways in which the unexpectedness of experience — its unpredictability - resists and
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reinforces processes of ceminodification and consumption? What are the political
implications of commodifying the ‘unexpected’, by generating an expectation for
it? And what do rhe 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, | wish to reveal some of the subtle processes through
which commaodificd culture, 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, in which popular and
academic representations increasingly approach cultural difference as an essential
reality and as cxplanatory principle for contemporary phenomena. In contrast to
this trend, postcolonial theorists showed that cultural difference and categories of
alterity are discursive mechanisms which define positions of power and legitimize
various forms of domination and exploitation. Discursive figurations 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; Stallybrass and
White 1986; McClintock 1995; Magubane 2004; Masquelier 2005). Since the
eighteenth century, visual and textual representations played an important role in
European figurations of the Otrient as an object of contemplation, or in the
construction of a ‘world as exhibition’ (Mitchell 1989). By the late twentieth
century, international travel and tourism had facilitated growing venues for the
cultivation of a ‘hegemonic gaze’ that reproduced representations of alterity in
contexts of inequality and cxploitation (Little 1991; Lutz and Collins 1993; Kratz
2002). Anthropological studies of tourism showed how visual and textual
representations mediate the asymmetrical relationships between tourists and
hosting communities (e.g. Bunten 2008; Bruner 2002, 2005; Kasfir 2007;
Phillips and Steiner 1999). While, on one hand, such representations reflect
tourists’ expectations and desires for cultural authenticity, on the other, they also
constitute emblems through which indigenous peoples can brand and market
their cultures (Chanock 2000). In late capitalism, cultural difference is often
reproduced on the market, through commodified representations of alterity
(Comaroff and Comaroff 2009).

Nevertheless, marketable representations of the Other also carry the possibility
of incommunicability. miscommunication, or other kinds of uninténded
readings. Because such representations arealways rooted in the concrete practices

3
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of subjects, they are never fully determined in terms of their indexical properties.
Homi Bhabha (1994) argues that stereotypes of cultural difference must be
perpetually reiterated in the face of their inability to fully reflect actualiry. The
disarticulation between actuality and abstraction is generative of a certain excess,
of a certain material ambivalence (1994: 66, 77; see also Comaroff and Comaroft
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 able to read the bodies of others (2000: 8). 1 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 the locus of cultural

difference to new forms of experience, bodily qualities and contexts. Such

reconfigurations of the ethno-commodity generate new desires and produce new
sources of value.

In 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, | refer to an emerging ‘aesthetics of the unexpected’ among consumers of
culture.

Sambura 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 emerged. British colonialists as well as traders and travellers to Kenya
had long depicted the Samburu people as primitive, exotic, and change-reluctant
pastoralists (Kasfir 2007). Following Kenya’s Independence in 1963, such images
continued 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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Meanwhile, as I shall suggest, the shifting forms of in.timacy between local youth
and European travellers also shaped representations of Samburu cultural
difference. Herein, The White Masai was to play an important role.

Tourist ads and ethnographic texts typically describe the Sarr}buru asa Maf&-
speaking ethnic group of semi-nomadic cartle pastoralist‘s. inhabiting the semi-arid
savannahs of northern Kenya. These texts often sEeCIfy t}}at the Samburu are
closely related, culturally and linguistically, to the 1l}ternatlonally more f:dmous.
Maasai people of southern Kenya, Drawing on the visual rcscm!alance of' aasa‘i
and Samburu dress, decorations, and bodily postures, tourist agencies an
publishers of coffee-table books and postcards often b‘rand rf-:’presentanon§ of
Samburu people with the highly marketable label of thc. Maasai’. Many toujmsts;
thus, come to know the Samburu as ‘a clan of the Maasai’ — henf:e also th.e title o
Hofman’s book. Most strikingly, nationalist discourses and tourist adver'userr?cnts
index Samburu ethnicity through the emblematic image of th? wall, slim, light-
skinned, half-naked, exotic young male warriot (moran), carrying a speat and a
club, his hair dyed with ochre, his body adorned -with co!ourful beads. Bonl'rmived
from the representations of early travellers, col?qlal officials and anthropologists,
the image of the moran became an icon of tradition and a core brand of Kenya as
an international destination (see also Bruner 2005: 35; Kasfir 2007). According to

the website of Kenya Cultural Profiles,

the Samburu srill cherish and retain the customs and ceremonies of thelr‘f(_)febe-ars,
unlike most other tribes in Kenya who have been influenced by Western (‘11Vlllzat10n.
.. The moran, or warriors, are the most striking members ofSamb'uru society and ate
inevitably attractive 10 young girls. They enjoy a convivial anc? relanvely-undemandﬁlg
life with permissive sex for roughly 14 years. Mf)st of Eherrl- will at one :m;xe or another
have many lovers who demanstrate affection with lavish gifts and beads.

As the ‘most striking members of the Sambur\-i s?cicty’, the anachro.nlstlcally
perceived motan not only index the Samburu “tribe asa whol.c, but’ their b;auty,
so0 ‘inevitably attractive to young girls’, and thex_r permissive’ sexuality is
associated with the ‘liberated’ desire of a lost paradfse. The moran become an
clement of a primitive past that carries value for tourists and travellers be‘causc hlt
holds the transformative potential of a temporal and cuftural transgression, the
ibility of ‘becoming difterent’.

pos‘f);/l:':th?ilc spgctaculaf rise of the Kenyan tourist induftry throughour the 19803%
1990s, and early 2000s.2 being a Samburu or Maasai moran became a way o
embodying value on the market. Beginning in the eafly 1980s, numerous yl:)ung
Sambura men migrated scasonally some thousand kilometres, from their home
communities in northern Kenya to the tourist resorts of the coast. Tht.erci thc‘);
sold spears and beads along varicus beaches, and performed ‘.‘lanccs in hotels an
cultural villages. Mcanwhile, more and more female tourists from Germany,
Switzerland, Netherlands, France, Belgium and Eng!a_nd, among other European
countries, began developing intimate relationships with Samburu moran.
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Samburu Men in Coastal Tourism

Faced with the economic challenges of a rapidly declining pastoral economy, and
a receding national labour market, many young Samburu men decided to earn
money in tourism. Young men initiated, through circumcision, in the agc-grade
of the moran benefited from twelve to fifteen years of relative independence from
their families, before marrying and settling down as elders. During this time span,
the community expected them to provide for themselves (usually by living apart,
in the forests), and to begin accumulating some capital for future bridewealth
payments. While many moran achieved capital by raiding neighbouring ethnic
groups for cattle, many others, increasingly. since the 1950s, entered the labour
market as soldiers, policemen or watchmen. Meanwhile, the Samburu have also
come to be aware of possessing capital that is globally marketable, by virtue of the
distinctiveness of their ethnic identity, The growing demand for things Samburu,
regardless of whether visual depictions (Askew 2004; Kasfir 2004), spears (Kasfir

2007), necklaces (Straight 2002), dances and lovers (Meiu 2009), intensified the )

attempts of many Samburu to take their cultural and ethnic identity to the
market. As neoliberal economic reforms in East Africa placed the possibility of
social reproduction in uncersainty and unpredictability (Comaroff and Comaroff
2000: 306; sce also Weiss 2004; Ferguson 2006; Smith 2008), young Samburu
men came to envision liveable futures through the commodification of their
cultural difference and ethno-sexuality in tourism.

Among young Samburu men, intimare relationships with European female
tourists held the potential of securing a future. Through such relarionships, they
could achieve the prestigious commodities associated, in their home communities,
with ‘development’ (maendeled), respectability, and high status. For them, the
Otherness of white women came to signify the possibility of ‘overnight’ wealth
accumulation. A Samburu man rold me thar he decided to go to Mombasa when
he ‘saw (that} some people came into whire women and built houses’. ‘I saw they
had a good life,’ he added, ‘and that’s why 1 decided to go.” Numerous men of
Lketinga’s age-set {the Lturare moran, citcumcised in 1976} and, even more so, of
the following age-set (the Lmoelimoran, circumcised in 1990) entiched themselves
through relationships with European women. Men received money, more or less
regularly, from their foreign partners, through Western Union. With this money
they bought themsclves various goods, from goats and bicycles, to cows and cars,
even houses and hotels. Some also managed to use this money to pay bride prices
for one or two Samburu wives. They also opened stores, bought land, and buile
commercial spaces for rent in their home area of Maralal. Many of them owned
televisions and videocassette recorders, mobite phones, cars, large cattle herds, and
had ar some point travelled w Europe. All these were indications of wealth and
prestige that marked them out in their home communities (Meiu 2009),

In a context that is characteristic of the manifestations of the neoliberal marker
in East Africa, where increased unemployment and the growing gap between the
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rich and the poor fuel the insecurities of everyday life, the possibility of success
came to be associared with an ethos of gambling (Weiss 2004: 9), For many
young Samburu men, the figure of the white woman seeking to ‘become
different’ offered itscIf as a prize 1o some of those who managed to successfully
petform nea-imperial fantasies for tourist consumption, and who were ultimately
lucky enough to attract tourists desire. ‘My family was very poor,” one Samburu
man told me. so | went to Morabasa to try my luck with a lidle bie of business.’
I {had) also heard,” he explained, ‘that if you get 2 white woman, you will never
lack anything again.’ llowever, the neoliberal market and its gambling-like
contexts of value production generated high anxieties among moran in tourism.
The large number of men returning home without any capital or aging in poverty
on the coast added an air of urgency to finding a white woman.

European Women in Kenya

Female tourists on the Kenyan coast encountered Samburu moran on the
beaches, in hotels, in bars and clubs, ot on the streets of towns such as Mombasa,
Muwapa, Ukunda or Malindi. Many of them viewed the distinctive attire and the
proud demeanour of the young moran as more ‘originally African’ than those of
other locals. “I'he morans,” a German woman told me, are not only ‘naturally
beautiful’, bur ‘they are all that Africa is about; they are its essence . Therefore,
many women desired intimate relationships with the moran as a way to
authenticate their own rravelling experiences, The Samburu moran, many women
knew, came to the coast from far-away places of the country, and, therefore,
seemed less ‘corrupted by the commercialized nature of the everyday in tourist
resorts. By developing intimate relationships with Samburu moran, by visiting
their home villages in northern Kenya, and by establishing strong affective ties
with their families and friends, female tourists hoped to escape the seeming
artificiality of the tourise marker, for a more ‘authentic’, more ‘real’ Africa. A
woman from Erance, who had been visiting Kenya for over fourtcen years, told
me that after meeting her Samburu partner on the coast on her first visit, she
never returned apain o coastal tourist resorts. ‘I always come directly here, to the
Samburu District,” she explained, “(because) this is real Africa, not the Africa of
tourists.” ‘Real Africa’ appearcd to offer a sense of affective community that
seemed to have been lost in the West, and appeared to be only superficially
mimicked in tourism,

There is a wide variety of rypes of relationships that European women developed
with Samburu men. While many sought the company of moran for one-night
stands, or for the duration of their vacation, many others engaged in long-term
relationships or even marriages. In the latter case, women sometimes moved
permanently to Kenya, at other times, more rarely, their partners moved to Eutope.
Most often, the parmers visited each other regularly, preferting to maintain separate
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resianccs. In all cases, however, women were more likely to determine how the
relationship would unfold, because they were the ones financing their male
partners. Although most women were older than their partners (by ten to thirty
years), and only few had children with them, they often adopted or sponsored one
or several children of their partners’ lineage. While all women arrived to Kenya
firstly as tourists, many eventually returned to work for NGOs, or to start various
small businesses while living with their partners. Relationships usually, but not
always, ended when women were no longer able to finance their partners, or when
men decided to alsa take on wives from their own communities. ,
European women, who were in long-term relationships with Samburu men,
often saw themselves as having come to embody cultural difference. This added a
sense of value and authenticity to their lives. Numerous times, women actualized
tl:nellr sense of authenticity by writing autobiographic poems and memoirs, by
giving mtervi.ews about their lives to journalists and film-makers, or by metely
narrating their experiences to families and friends in Europe. All these modes of
articulating experience cultivated a Western subjectivity that produced the truth of
the self through the power of confession (see Foucault 1978; Gusdorf 1980)
Although not all women wrote, and although there were many women whc:
regularly refused to be interviewed about their lives in Kenya, numerous other
women had already published their memoirs {e.g. Bentsen 1989; Oddie 1994;
Mason 1995; Hofmann [1998] 2005, 2006; Cain, Postlewait and Thomson 2004:
Hachfeld-Tapukai 2004, 2009; Wiszowaty 2009). Overall, these writings share :;
set r:)f presuppositions and rhetorical techniques. For example, authors often depict
socio-economic inequalities as ‘cultural difference’, and figure material poverty as
a source of authenticity. They also often avoid reflecting on their own capacities to
frcely‘enter and exit sites of cultural difference, thus trying to authenticate their
expetiences in the African bush. Meanwhile, there is an overarching presumption
that the narrating subject can have the Other, carnally or otherwise. The Other
often appears to be perceived by the narrator as raw material 1o which she adds
value in the writing process. But, besides this, as we will see with The Whete Masas,
these narratives are, in fact, much more complex. ’

“The White Masai’

Hofmann’s memoir was first published in German in 1998 and was soon to
become a bestseller. In German-speaking countries, the book was part of a wider
genre of women’s life wrirings that celebrated the authentic experiences of cross-
cultural romances or marriages to foreign men. Most widely read among these
are, for cxarrnple, Betty Mahmoody's (1987) Not Without My Daughter, the story
of an American woman trying to ¢scape her oppressive marriage to an Iranian
man, and Hachfeld-Tapukai’s (2004) Mit der Licbe einer Lowin (With the Love of
a Lioness}, the story of a German woman married to a Samburu man in Kenya.
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Next to such titles, The White Masai was widely available in book stores and
‘Flohmarkts’, and appealed mostly to a femnale readership. Elise, a German
craveller [ interviewed in the Samburu District in 2009, said that she first received
the book from a relative, long before deciding to come to Kenya. The book, she
said, was a favourire topic of debate in women's circles in recent years and was
known to proveke both positive and negative reactions. With its translation into
English, in 2005, the bouk also became available ar stores in Kenya, where it was
sold mostly to tourists, along with postcards, coffee-table books and other
souvenirs.

Most women travelling to Kenya and developing relationships with Samburu
men read the book, ar some paint, and often compared and contrasted their own
experiences with those of the narrator. For example, some women criticized
Corinne for ‘misunderstanding her husband’ or ‘misrepresenting Samburu
culture’, while others tried to learn, from her experiences, ways 10 deal with their
own relationships. Meanwhile, Samburu people knew of ‘Lketinga’s story’ more
by word of mouth rather than through the book itself. This story was part of a
growing genre of folk narratives about the failed relationships berween moran and
muzungu manias (wWhite women). However, with the books translation into
English, the story had a second coming, Suddenly numerous journalists visited
the districe in search of Lketinga and of white women who had married Samburu
men and had been living there. These journalists wanted to capture the
‘sensationalism’ of such cross-cultural marriages. In 2004, the German company
Constantin Film went to the Samburu District to make a film after Hofmann’s
book. In this context, many Samburu were hired either as extras or as members
of the cast. Furthernmore, since 2003, several copies of The White Masat also
circulated among school-educated people in Maralal. Meanwhile, Samburu men
in tourism often heard about the book from their European partners. Joseph, a
young Samburu man, recalled how his British girlfriend once told him ‘Oh, I read
about Lketinga and The White Masat and T love your culture” She told him: ‘1
want you to make me experience it like that.” By 2008, Samburu men in tourism
had already begun occasionally to refer to any foreign woman in a relationship
with a moran, as a white Maasai'.

In this context, Hofinann's memoir has important implications with regard to
the commodification of cultural difference, the production of tourist
expectartions, and the reconfiguration of desires and incimacies. In what follows,
[ outline some of the potentialities of unexpected expetience, by critically reading
The White Masai and the documentary Wiedersehen in Barsaloi in relation to the

context outlined above.
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Unexpected Experience in The White Masai

In the eyes of Western readers, Hofmann's memoir unquestionably makes an
argument for culiural difference as an irreconcilable ontological reality (Berman
2905: 211, 214). However, The White Masai does more than just reiterate cultural
difference. Because Corinne’s unexpected encounters with the everyday realities of
contempotary Kenya continuously disrupt the desiring process, her inability to
locate and consume the desired difference becomes a recurring theme. In the
Err:;csg: the narrzlror perpetually resituates cultural difference to new realms of
odiment and experien ining i icabili
cmbodiment and « p ce as a way of explaining incommunicability or
- Corinne’s desire for intimacy with Lketinga destabilizes, from the outset, the
v1sua_l paradigm through which the body of the moran is marketed in KE;I an
tourism. At the beginning of their relationship, Corinne contemplates chtiny as
bodl.ly beatity in terms of its visual aspects. She sees a ‘tall, dark brown bcautﬁul
exotic man’ who ‘is wearing almost no clothes — just a short red loin,cloth’ He
weats bcac!s, ‘(h)is long red hair has been plaited into thin braids, and his fa-cc is
Pam.tcd with symbols’ (Hofmann 2005: 2). However, the visuai beauty of the
iconic moran soon generates a desire for tactile proximity. Corinne explains that
all that is running through my mind is how I can make contact with the
breathtakfngly beautiful man,” because just staring at him isn’t going to get me
anywhere’ (loc.cit.). For Cerinne, expectations of culrural difference grfduall
move away .from the stereotypical visual idiom to a realm of synesthesia anﬁ
affcc_t. This s reflected, for example, in her desire to engage the moran through
bodily proximity: ‘I want to stroke his face and know what it’s like to kiss hi:gn’
{2005: ’19). But, before she finds out from a local woman that ‘Masai [sic] men
... don't kiss {because) {t)he mouth is for eating, and kissing ... is contemptible’

(2005: 21), Corinne under d i i
. goes a deep sense of disa t i
unexpectedly refuses to kiss her: P poiacment when Lheting:

At long tast I dare to come close to his beautiful mouth and softl i i
All of a,sudden I feel all of his body go rigid, and he's staring aty:l?: fl}ll Ez:;l:s ‘[\‘;Vl;li
you do?’ he asks and takes a step backwards. Brought down to earth with a ban .I stand
there, l{nderstanding nothing; then, suddenly ashamed, 1 turn around and runginto the
hotel distraughs. In bed I'm overcome by a fit of crying. (2005: 19)

The sense of communicational failure, the initial impossibility of establishing 2
common ground for an embodied engagement with each other corr%c
unexpectedly, disrupting desire. )

Tl-}n‘)ughout the narrative, Corinne cxperiences various circumstances
pertaining to sex, food sharing, sleeping practices, defecation, disease
bl.ll'ﬂal.lcl‘atlc: corruption, or the expression of emotions in similarly u’nexpectcd,
and disruptive manners. Initially, she had imagined her life with Lketinga as a
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i ind’ 'd lain in thi X ds often,
‘romance’. Said Corinne, in my mind’s eye I'd lain in this man’s han s
irmagin . i f nights’ (2005: 19). Yet, every expectation can
imagined kisses and the wildest of nig hts 2 : e s e
i er first attempts , -

e sumething unexpected. After
: f an embodied difference that needs to be overcome lfh a
is to be established berween the
inne’s reflection on her first sexual

PI'OdUC
with the challenge o dif
common premise of pleasure anfi intimacy
partnets. This becomes more obw(?us in (}or chection on i
encounter with Lketinga, narrated in a typically confessio :

1 hold off the moment of physical contact, Tsit
t with pounding heart for the r;unun;tl) l::z
i -of- u

longed for. Lkctinga sits down beside me and all T can see is t.h? lil.lsoeth;r n:)A1 lp;:l; buron
on his forehead, the ivary rings in his ears, and [the] whltles’oco: ar):d ;]ready sudden
everything happens at ance. 1 ketinga presses me downt?‘) e ,t e ey fo
his erection. Before 1 can even make up my I,‘nl['ld whe ;r Trl-l]:) buzstin s ready oF

his. 1 fect a pain, hiear strange noises and it’s all over. I el like z fears of
dis : at all what [ had expected. It only now that I rea :;e o

t urther

this #s someane from a completely alien cu.lmre. But my th)ug?zshdon ctngse; ;11{1 urthet
than that when suddenly the whole thing happens again. It ‘;Pl_?’ e
times during the night, and after the third or the fourth time we;i o n: s gm up yin
to wse kisses or caresses to prolong the experience. Lketinga doesn't see

(2005: 21; emphasis added)

When it gets dark and we can no longer
down on the narrow little cot and wai

disappointment. 1His was not

i i i eak the truth
Corinne confesses her experience in detail not only as a way to sp

about the Self {cf. Foucault 1978), but also (;o sllllg?fs: thﬁzciif::n:scl;uiiii
arr: derstand all that w !
rooted. The narrator comes to un créla:lmml e g
frustrating the desiring subject. For
ly refuses to eat with her,
lanation. Priscilla tells

unexpectedly as a dil‘fcrcn.ce.in f:ulture.
new, unexpected form, irritating and ‘ : O
example, when Corinne realizes tha}t Lketinga F<:c>nst !
she asks Priscilla, a young Maasai woman, for ;lm exp nation. Prisct 8 her
Corinne that the moran are not allowed to cat int t;]pécsenl o e
for that matter, anything that a woman has touched or lo

2005: 21). This upsers Corinne:

d 1 can never cook anything for him. Funnily, tllzﬂs
i i dsex. ... I'm

is something that shakes me even more than .the idea of.never ha::r;goﬁc:?n ts}c:: e

speechless. All my romantic fantasies of cooking and ca:mg;g%t;- 234)

il[: a simple hut collapse. T can hardly hold back my tears. { :

So Lkeringa can even eat with me an

in, i face of the
Expectations of primitivist romance C(.)llapsci; qnff:.a:lagCla\ils:;, 12-1;}:;&“ of the
unexpected. But Cotinne does not give in to the bntl | ppieme rent, inftead
about Lketinga by translating unexpected expet it
initial reasons of disappointment 'tzecomc nev;uso oot
increasingly stimulated by the savage perfume o
tes that ‘the wholly alien’ an

trying to learn
difference. In this way,

: : amole
excitement. For example, . :
long red hair (hair dyed with ochre), Corinne no

L
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‘the barriers’ begin to appear less distant, and that she feels 2 ‘whole new sense of
joy' (2005: 25). Hence, unexpected experience produces new expectations and
new objects of desire. Ironically, however, Corinne’s desire to overcome the
cultural difference of her partner, as a condition for the realization of their love,
is premised on her fetishistic desire for the very same Otherness chat Lketinga
seems to embody. This central contradiction sets in motion the dialectics between
expectation and the unexpected: unexpected experience produces new
expectations, while every expectation can have unexpected outcomes.
The perpetual disruption and regeneration of desire as a result of unexpected
experience carries an important critical potential for the historical analyst.
Unexpected experience upsets desire in ways that can indicare limitations in the,
consumption of the ethno-commodity. Such desire, I suggest, can be imagined in
terms of what Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guatear) (1983) refer o as
‘deterritorialized desire’. Deleuze and Guattari argue that, in order to function, all
societies must structute, limit, and ‘code’ infinite, interminable fows of desire,
But, they explain, structures are never fully determinate, and every structural
organization produces its forms of excess or ‘deterritorialized’ desire, In
capitalism, such forms of desire (as evidenced, for example, in alcoholism or
schizophrenia) often resist coercion into the productive process, and thus facilitare
a terrain from which the system can be critically engaged (1983: 140; see also
Roffe 2005). For us, unexpected experience deterritorializes desire, in that ic
allows it to slip away from its structurally established, normative object. In this
sense, unexpected experience opens up a space from which we can begin to
question the objects of our desires, and o investigate historically the hegemonic
mechanisms through which these objects are reproduced.
Deterritorialized desire reshapes both the Ocher and the desiring subject. The
stercotypically perceived moran melts away in the face of Corinne’s desire for
proximity, destabilizing the consumptive process. The unexpected, therefore, not
only unfixes the Other, buc also threatens the boundaries of the subject.
Throughout the narrative, the tensions between the solid 2nd the fluid moments
of Cortinne’s self-perception are a recurring theme. In her first meetings with
Lketinga, the narrator perceives her own body becoming fluid: ‘My knees have
gone weak, [ can hardly stand. Swear is flowing from every pore. 1 have to hold
on to a pillar on the edge of the dance floor 1o stop myself collapsing’ (Hofmann
2005: 6). But when Lketinga leaves, the terra firma returns under her feet (2005;
3). The initial loss of the terra firma is pleasant yet annoying, ecstatic yer
dangerous. It pushes the subject off her limits, making her ‘2 complete wreck’
(2005: 3). The subject and her capacity to desire and consume can only reemerge
by reestablishing the boundaries between herself and the Other. Discovering
cultural difference anew, the narrator also shapes these boundaries in new forms.
For instance, Corinne sees herselfas gradually coming to embody Otherness. She
is no longer just a white woman, but a ‘white Maasal’. ‘1 feel mysell at one with
this man,” Corinne reflects of her intimacy with Lketinga, ‘and now, this nighe, 1
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know that despite all the barriers between us, ] have already become a captive of his
world” (2005: 25; emphasis added). . .

In the narrative of Fhe White Masai, unexpected experience rf:conﬁg‘m.'c‘s t ef
ethno-commodity. The desiring subject is initially fach with the 1m?osst1)b1hty cl>
concretely locating and consuming the cultural difference thathls ad-stractr);
marketed throngh the visual image of the moran. But, eventuall)f, she rehlscc;_ve
difference in new media and new contexts. Unexpcctt':‘d experience, t Ht‘?rc ore,
unveils, here, an experiential limitation of the con‘sumptlon of cultural difference,
from which the ethno-commadity can reemerge in new ways.

The Commaodification of the Unex.cpected
in Wiederseben in Barsaloi

If, on one hand, unexpected experience destabilizes the ethno-commocilry, tIJn [:-c
other hand, the uncxpected can also become a new source oflsurplus value. In this
section, | turn o the Swiss documentary film E.Y/!ederl':ef]m in Barsaloi (?005),}:0
show how uncxpected experience s commodified in the regresentanonzdtuz;
foreground the popularity offHo{]mann's book;i,Such representations now pr
‘expectation for the unexpected . '
anclfll]:: rfl':rr[na!:i’/iﬁerwﬁrn in Barsalei (Reunion in B‘arsa.loi)'documc_rluf Eormnc
Hofmann’s experience while returning to Kenya, to ‘her African fac;m ¥ ourt[c:?
years after she had fled with her daughter. The film was to serve as documentatiol
for a furcher mamoir of her experience in I.(cnya {Hofmann 2006}). Corlgr;fl is
now accompanicd on her trip by her publisher and by a cameramanfa}? ! Eiim
producer. The two men carefully capture :.md document every sltzp of he ¢ a[i
The film begins with her flight into Nairobi, her short stay in tl}e {enyan ca;;l n;
and continues with her gradual move rowards.the San_1bur,u Dlstr:ct in nort e:th
Kenya. The documentary reaches its peak with Corinne’s agtuabreumg?st\:ct
Lketinga and his family. Towards the end of her sty in a;n uru Sh als(;
Corinne visits an ltalian missionary who had helped heron }}er irst t-nIp. ! e “
visits the set of a movie that is now being shot after The White Masai. nLL ¢ end,
she returns to Mombasa to revisit the place where shc_had first nll;::t : (;E;ng::s
Celebrating the authentic image that Hofmann hac! built foré:er.sc , the e;rnslin
entirely based on her confessions. At almost regl.}lar intervals, ' ormnci:pp I
the focus of static scenery, confessing her perceptions and emotions to the l;:lam::ha;
Although, at first sight, the confessional mode of the documcntal"f)f resembles hat
of Hofmann's memoir, the film actually stages :'md commodf u:sluncxgu::c es
experience by inscribing it into well-known co!om.al representationa pl?ra lgmtc..
The documentary opens with Corinne sleeping in the acroplam:: on her lway °
Kenya. Suddenly, she wakes up, notif:es the camera, and confesses: I wai;c:; ::; Snm
now [ get cramps in my stomach again (and) wet palms. [ am nervous (g 'p " o
find out what will happen. Man, it's been almost fourteen yeats. 1 am anxious
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how everything has changed and how the people will react. [ am anxious.” My
translation from German). The German verh gespannt (nervous or anxious in
anticipation of something that will happen), produces the unexpected as thar which
gives value to the film, effecting the viewers tension in the face of the unknown.
The suspense grows. Sitting down on the terrace of a lodge, with an exotic
savannah scenery at her back, Corinne confesses on the morning of the day when
she was supposed to meet Lkeringa: ‘t am nervous. 1 am also a little down,
because all this can excite you. One doesn’t know what to expect. T don’t know if
Ishould laugh or cry. We will see what wins out.’ {My translation from German.)
The impossibility of predictability, the fact that ‘one daesnt know what to expect’
fuels the viewer's tension, generating strong contradictory emotions. However,
the outcomes of Corinne’s trip to Kenya were, in fact, more predictable than the
film will have us believe. She was visiting Kenya as a special guest of the ser of the
movie The White Masai. She had earned extensively both from her book and the
movic and had also sent money to Lketinga and sponsored his community
throughout those years. Consequently, the remaining anxieties associated with the
reunion arc amplified in a confessional mode, producing a marketable version of
the unexpected.
The film stages unexpected experience within a highly recognizable narrative
structure, by using colonial stereotypes, such as the rehearsal of a modernist
temporality and of the visual paradigms associated with it. The film begins with
a scene from the plane, a sign of Western modernity to which Corinne and her
companions belong. The plot then gradually descends the evolutionary ladder,
from Kenyas capital of Nairobi, a chaotic middle space berween tradition and
modernity, to the authentic, ‘primitive’ space of the savannah and the Samburu
villages. There, Lketinga continues to live in an archaic past, in a traditional
‘mud’ hut. Leaving Nairobi, and reaching a cliff of spectacular scenery on the Rift
Valley, Corinne confesses that ‘(y)esterday, Nairobi still wasn’t really it’. “There,’
she explains, ‘I wasn't yet at home.” Bur, faced with the exotic beauty of the
landscapes of the Rift Valley, she suggests that this ‘looks much more like that
which I know, like T used to live'. “We are approaching my homeland (Heimad),
she adds, “(a)nd I'm nervous abour whart is waiting for me.” Similarly, when she
visits her missionary friend in the romantic landscapes of the Samburu lowlands,
she explains that we arrived for real, at the end of the world’. The film orders the
visually objectified sceneries on 2 modernist temporal axis, so that Corinne’s
return to ‘her African family’, is also a return in time (see Fabian 1983). Through
a well-known imperialist archetype, ‘the journey is figured as proceeding forward
in geographical space but backward in historical time' (McClintock 1995: 30).
Using stereotypical images and stylistic modalities, the film brings unexpected
experience into the ‘secure’ space of recognition and marketability.
The film not only commodifies unexpected experience, but, in deing so, it also
tries to foreclose the disruptive effects that the unexpected can have on the desi ring
subject and on the consumptive process. This can be imagined in terms of what
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Deleuze and Guattari (1983) refer to as the commedification of dett;;n;o%‘lallz:g
desires. This is a way for the economic system to transfor.rn that t\;: ic 1; ar:he
productive into a new source of value. Deleuze anfl Guatrari argue at:dun o(eili'n ;
guise of ‘liberation’, late capitalism cultivat.cs,a regime of L-mrmtnctmg( ec Valic
flows of desire (c.g. ‘cthe liberation of sexuahty_ ), only to assign thcni n*;on;iasrira ralue
(1983: 140; see also Roffe 2005: 36). For this purpose, s.uch L:lnrgy es e cannos
remain anti-productive, but must "throw thcrnsc‘:lvcs into csmn;gcgix ction
(Pronger 2002: 106-7). In the narrative (?f ?"be Whﬂ{fMdSﬂI, unexpec e mgi ene
entertains, to some extent, deterritorialized dF51res that. are an]:t; pt ave 10;
disrupting the consumption process and thrtfatem’ng the jes!nng su ].cc;l t.in t }E)em
of the dncmnem.\ry, h()\\'evcr, attempts 0 tame SuCh esires, reorie 4
rels economic productivity. . )

mw'la"hrough comlmodilication, um:)fpe?n:'tr:d3 cxperience ll:ecc:imhes a dfee:sl’:;
disconnected from any critical potentialities.® What is markete _cre‘.).r a,nd

articularly the fascinating” experience of cross-cultural m-commuml(l:a ility g
l;,nisu:ommunication. It is not ironic then, that, when Conr}llne ﬁza Iystl;:;lmthe
with Lketinga and ‘her African family’, few wor'ds are exc angFe .t r:mion,and
silence that emerges between them becomes itself a caus; ci:ee
suspense, a product of cultural difference, and a new source of value,

Towards an Aesthetics of the Unexpected

i narrative

In the previous two sections, [ set up an analytical contrast gjtw;cn icBarMbi I
of The Wihite Masai and the plot of the dOC(li.lantal"y Wiederse f.‘.:n ;j:es CUIm;ai

i recontig
: he former, unexpected experience )
suggested that, in ¢ . s culeurs)
difference. whereas, in the latter, the unexpected offers it.selfﬂlfor (_:on?:; Opihem,ess
a desirable product of ditference. The narrator of The W_/]me lzmzz see s Otherness
at the same time that she tries to overcome it; she ccl)-ntlfnu(.)us ydresuu cultury
i i ds to stabilize it, in order to con :
difference, at the same time that she nee | rde pme it
In this way, she allows objectified notions of difference to Sh.lft in t'he[ﬂl:, 4 ;{ia]
embodied experience. 1his experiential fluidity, I suggest, carries cnt:;:::o;r)andif;
because it helps us question those forces that intervene to rcstr;_ct and commedty
expetience, in order to make it valuable to the larger sysctiem o pn:)fumark.e o
isi i hegemonic reproduction o

forces become visible with the heg e
i ] colonia

expectations in Wiedersehen in Barsaloi. Through th? nl:hf;rsal ocf cloniz

. s
stereotypes, the film atrempts to capitalize on overwhelmingly lverl:;z resand
i i surable w
lenc shis in ways that are commen
experiences by shaping them ‘ i e
cofnmodity torm. Read against each other, the memoir and the ﬁlr!n sho ow the
i er
unruly desires produced by unexpected experience :Jan, firstly, emerge
limitation of the commadity, then, asla nc\iv s.ourcciofv huc.rm:mc’ir ol thi il
{ ik tical viewpaint, the
Nevertheless, from a difterent analy 101

at different after all. Both are forms of public discourse that

.

might not be th
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circulate representations of cultural difference to a wide audience. Both are also
commodities generative of desires among Western consumers. Therefore, one can
go a step further and argue that both the book and film can share similar
contrasting potentialities. First, looked at from the perspective of the market, the
memoir, like the film, also commodifies the unexpected. Because its nartative is
circulated as a commodity, the described unexpected experience reaches the
reader in the ‘secure’ space contained between the two covers of the book. For the
readet, Corinne’s experiences might as well confirm previous assumptions of
unbridgeable cultural difference (Berman 2005: 214}, and figure the unexpected
as a pleasurable addition to the quality of travelling experience. Not unlike the
film, the book can, then, also produce an ‘expectation for the unexpected’. For
example, Elise, 2 German traveiler I interviewed in the Sambury District in 2009,
explained thar ‘the most important thing 1 took from The White Masai was that
you should never have too strong ideas about what to expect when you come
here’. The book had inspired Elise to travel with an appreciation for surprise, the
unknown, and the unexpected. ‘I always think,’ she added, ‘thar the best
moments of travel are those that you seek least.”

Second, the commodification of the unexpected is itself never fully
determined. The markerable experience of the unexpected can itself be disrupted
in various contexts of consumption, producing new desires and new expectations.
For example, when 1 discussed the book and the film with Sabrina, a French
woman who had been married to a Samburu man for over twenty years, she
offered to explain that ‘everything is so surprising for (Corinne) because she is
stupid: she doesn't speak Samburu {language) and she doesn’t realize (thar) the
people around her only want her money’. Sabrina spoke the Samburu dialect of
Maa language fluently and also considered herself knowledgeable on issues
pertaining to Samburu culture. For her, the marketable appeal of the unexpected
was of little importance, because it was premised on Corinne’s ignorance of local
issues. Here, Sabrina’s desire to assert the authenticity of her own expetience over
that of Corinne disrupted marketable notions of the unexpected in new ways.

Therefore, in a more dialectical analyrical lens, in which expectations and the
unexpected perpetually reconfigure each other, unexpected experience can be ar
once an experience generative of surplus value, and an anti-economic space from
which the hegemonic reproduction of the ethno-commeodity can be critiqued. In
order to capture this double-potentiality of unexpected experience [ speak of an
‘aesthetics of the unexpected’, Aesthetics, Terry Eagleton (1990) argues, came
about in the struggles of the Western bourgeoisie to account for the lives of bodies
(1990: 15). It attempted to produce a new type of human subject that would not
threaten political unity, ‘one which, like the work of art itself, discovers the law in
the depths of its own free identity, rather than in some oppressive external power’
(1990: 19). The commodification of the unexpected, similarly, has the capaciry

to cultivate a consuming subject who does not question the historical forces that
have shaped objects of desire, but rather seeks meaning in fetishized subjective
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experience. However, Fagleton suggests, as n.u‘lch as .thc.domain of :fcst}lfctlcs
reflects bourgeois ideas of subjecrivity and pOlItl(':a.l unity, it also offers itself as a
refuge to the bourgeoisic from their own repressive values. Therefore, acs;hgtl;s
produces, at once, a body repressed by law, :al"ld a sensuous body fuelle O)T
creativity and the revolutionary energy of anntmstrufnental!st thought (1931-.
8-9). Similarly, one can read unexpected experience, in the instances of public
discourse analyzed above, as a new aesthetic space of the tourist anc! traveller at
the turn of the millennium. This aesthetic space of unexpected experience can .bc
simultaneously subordinated to the laws of exchange .value and comfnodlty
fetishism, while alse maintaining a realm of indetermm?(.:y, from which the
hegemonic abstractions of capital can be questioned and critiqued.

Conclusion

The White Masai is the produict of a context in whic.h Sambura male bodies hzlwe
become highly valu.ble in Kenyan tourism, in w%uch E.uropean female_ tou}:llstl:
desired more authentic lives through intimate relations with moran, and in W u;
Samburu young men imagined futures by c:ap.ltallzmg on their et'hmc scxuallt).r. n
this context, The White Masaiis also productive of new expectations, new dcsu'esi:
and new ways of imagining cultural difference. [r.1 thts-cha;‘)tcr, I mapped izom; o
the political potentialities of the book for its historical colntex_t. }1‘1rt. er
ethnographic research should also show what.role the bool.c plays in s agl.ng
diverse torims of desire and intimacy among tourists, more particularly. !Sy reading
the narrative of 1 lofmanun’s memoir in relation to the film Wiedersehen Jn.Barm!;alz,
I identified an emerging aestheticization of the unexpected. Thf: aesthctlf:s of t r;:
unexpected, [ argued, is an experiential l‘Cillrﬂ b::lsed_on the mc‘ienle;?macyfo
representations of cubtural difference, on thelr‘posmble: incommunicabilicy, or, for
that matter, on the limits of commodity fetishism. This aesthetic realm cntertams[
shifting forms of desire which can also regenerate and reconfigure cultural
difference and the ethno-commadity. .

Marketable forms of cultural difference are, therefore, pcrpctuall).( shaped, in
historical context, through the dialectical relationships between parncul_ar forms
of difference and desire, and between expectation and unexpected experience.

Acknowledgments

I wish to thank Jean Comaroff, John L. Comaroff, ]cnflifer Cole, Judith Farquhas,
Anita Hannig, Larisa Jasarevic, Fred Kctchun:l, Willam Mazza.re:lla, Ka.thr)llln
McHarry, Erin Moore, Nancy Munn, Jen Smith, land‘the pam.apantz ll':l: e
Medicine, the Body. and Practice Workshop at tbe University of Chicago, for their
thoughtful comments on earlicr versions of this chapter.

112

The White Masai in Kenyan Tourism

Notes

L Kenyan Cultural Profiles website {hutp:/Fwww.enchanted-landscapes.com/profiles/Samburu.hem,
accessed on 22 October 2004).

2. Although tourists were coming to Kenya as early as the 19005 (Kibicho 2009- 63), their numbers
boomed in the last three decades of the century. Following Independence, in 1963, the
government of Kenya embraced tourism as a main path to economic developmen, establishing,

or this purpose, the Kenyan Tourism Development Corporation (1965), and the Ministry of
Tourism and Wildlife (1966). Throughout the 1970, the number of visitors levelled at 350,000
per annum. However, following glabal economic reforms, in the 1980s the number increased
waolold (Schoss 1995: 36-38). Throughout the 1990s and carly 2000s, the number of tourists
visiting Kenya increased further {by 94.4 per cent), reaching in 2004, 1,361,000 per annum.
Wildlife safaris, coastal beaches, cultural villages, and historical sites were some of Kenya’s mait:
tourist ateractions (Schoss 1995; Bruner 2005; Kasfir 2007); sexual relations with locals were yet
another {Kibicho 2009).

. Elizabeth Povinelli (2001) encounters 2 similar situation among the Wadeye of Australia. She
shows how the indigenous Australians of Wadeye are caught up in sicuations wherein they are
pivoral to the praduction of surplus value for national and global ourist industries, and yet stand
to benefit little, if ac all, from their pursuits. Povinelli observes how, in Wadeye, a growing sense
of trauma and panic in the face of contrasting social obligations comes 1o be commodified as
Aboriginal spirituality — a5 Geist, and Dreaming - in response to tourist desires. And, if panic
marks here ‘a limit to capital internal o the subjecr’ (2001: 249, 251), 'such moments are quickly
ferishized as authentic culture — as the valuable “real staff” of cultuze’ (2001: 252).
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