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DUST
A cascade of wedding dresses: ruffles fall upon
ruffles, glitter, embroidery, tulle. The ground was
black beneath them: dense mud made from silty dust.
I cannot speak of Kinshasa without speaking of
the dust. Nor the shine. Nor the muck. It’s why my
photograph of the dresses, suspended and piled,
tumbling onto the dust is my image of the city.
Kin la belle; Kin la poubelle is a phrase, an idiom
given to the capital. Kinshasa the beautiful; Kinshasa
the dustbin. I actually only heard Kin la belle from
Congolese. I read in Filip De Boeck’s book Invisible
Cities that it was followed, transmuted, into Kin la
poubelle, in an era of degeneration. A friend wrote,
asking how Kinshasa was. I said: “Kin la belle, Kin la
poubelle, Kin la poussière.” The dust.
In Goma the year before I wrote: duality is not
nearly wide enough for how sprawling it is, my head
is a thousand petals, crinkled chiffon flowers like the
girls on Sunday. I’m always shooting girls in white
dresses in Congo. I have a super filtered image of a little
girl in Sunday best standing just in front of a man in
uniform holding a rifle. That was in the east in 2014.
I snapped a wedding party dancing in formation on
Boulevard Tshatshi in Kinshasa: girls swaying in white
dresses and gauzy blue hats.
Kin la belle, Kin la poubelle, Kin la poussière. It must
be one sentence, because this is a story about duality
and what is beyond it, which is to say: truth.
This story requires us to hold both at once: the
magical, mournful; powers activated in extremis;
endless endings; ruptures and continuity.
Dust helps. Its wispiness. Its omnipresence. Remember
that you are dust.
Dust overwhelmed me in the city. It was so silty
and thin. It blanketed the streets. On Sunday morning,

when my neighbourhood was quiet, someone softly
swept the dust along the edges of the road. The task
looked Sisyphean and meditative. The dust was
five inches thick. It formed light brown banks that
thinned into the dark grey center of the asphalt. I took
a photograph of the quiet. Saturday night and Sunday
morning, I wrote, meditation.
Saturday night I was crammed into the backseat
of a shared taxi listening to Ferré Gola lament “Une
catastrophe d’amour” through the speakers, while
brake lights fractured through the dust on the
windshield. Then I sat buying beers for a table of
ladies, the only ones seated in the packed Gare du
Nord terrasse. Outside was dark, a police stood guard
by the entrance. Inside, the space flashed purple,
blue, green. Men sat drinking, a few girls danced
and worked the floor. Julia, a 13-year-old sex worker,
sipped Fanta and pointed out transactions for me.
When my guests were wasted, we headed home.
I was in Kinshasa pondering leadership, power in
marginalisation, continuities of survival, fractured
intimacies, fractured needs, protection networks,
natural hierarchies, how we move. I was primarily
discussing these questions with chef-méres, head
mothers of self-organised protection networks of
street-level sex workers. Most sex workers in Congo
are organised into all-female survival groups. Each
have different norms and modi operandi. Most have
a leader. I was interested in their types of power.

GINSENG
The day I met Sarah Baloja, she wore funeral attire.
Waxy black fabric printed with graphic, bright orange
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lions was cut into a tunic. Soon the fabric echoed
around the outdoor bar where we gathered. Sarah
and I and a few others sat on plastic chairs around
plastic tables. Other girls hovered or perched on laps,
cramming inward, leaning outward, arguing, laughing.
There were lions on dresses, pantsuits, capris; pulled
to the side to let a baby nurse, investigated gently where
a seam had burst.
The funeral was not today. It had taken place a few
weeks prior, thus the casual mixing of the clothes
with spandex leggings and tank tops. Special occasion
wear folded into the quotidian, as death is interwoven
with life, and grief melds into the every day. Obvious,
visible, lingering; a rupture and the continuing.
The bar was in the central market in Kinshasa, just
down from the wedding dress shop. The deceased was
the sister of one of the girls. She was not a member of
Les Bébés d’Amour, but the whole group had turned
out, matching, for the funeral.
“Do you feel powerful?” I asked Sarah, some other day
I visited her. This time we sat alone at the bar and she
showed me photographs she’d had commissioned of
herself with some of the girls, cropped and screwed
with stars and hearts. A passing photographer shot us
together as well, but our print was clean, not bedazzled.
“Yes,” she said.
“What does it mean?” I asked.
“I defend myself,” she said. “With words and with
my body.”
I was asking her to articulate it, but Sarah’s presence
was palpable: a solidity to how she sat and moved,
easy, fluid, grounded, like she belonged. She had deep
brown eyes under thick lashes and a bright red wig cut
short. Her sister wore the same one. Her sister didn’t
live here, she wasn’t in Les Bébés d’Amour. Neither

did her mother, nor her boyfriend, nor her baby, but
they all filtered in and out of the clearing in between
their work selling whiskey sachets (her boyfriend)
or water sachets (her sister) or recycled canvas bags
(her mother). It was her home, her realm; her people
were welcome.
There are 23 members of Les Bébés d’Amour, and
Sarah is their leader. Their home is here, on the
blackened ground, around a brightly painted plywood
shop, between the tote vendors and the bar. Girls
napped on cardboard boxes and under empty trading
stalls; interior lives in this exterior space. A slim
pathway led out to the central boulevard, which was
a river, alive, fluid with bodies, dust pounded to mud
underfoot beneath a panoply of rainbow umbrellas.
Stalls sold backpacks; school uniforms suspended like
curtains; stacks of okra; made-in-China haveadream
flip-flops printed with the Congolese flag. There are
11 million people living in Kinshasa and this is the
Grand Marché, the distribution hub for the country,
en ville, downtown, the central commercial corridor.
When the girls work they “scatter”. Mostly they go
out alone, some to the market, some to Bon Marché,
some to Huilerie. They take their condoms and find
their clients. Sarah goes out just two or three days
a week now. Others go out more. They return to their
base, and sleep during the day.
Sarah has a pacifying effect on the shifting social
constellation she is at the center of. “When I’m here,
I don’t like them to fight,” she said, “they stay calm,
even if there’s nothing to eat, we stay calm.” When
outsiders threaten the girls, she negotiates with them,
talks them down, buys them a drink. When there
are health scares, the girls turn to Sarah who pulls
together the money somehow. Many chef-méres take
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a cut of the girls’ earnings every night they work; some
demand a set fee. Sarah’s management style is more
fluid. She’s 20.
“Nyonyo, Yvette, Cathy, Sarah, Deborah, Njumbe,
Huguette, Ifuka,” Sofie Ikaka listed the girls she led.
“We are 12, the others aren’t here,” she said.
I was still in the Grand Marché, but in a different
clearing, talking to a different group called P8. When
I arrived Sofie was playing jeu de six: clacking dice in
a plastic cup before strewing them across the board.
Deborah, one of the girls, wore headphones and danced,
half watching the cacophonous game. The players bet
and pounded the board. Their spot was tucked down
a rocky alleyway, through a gap between wall-to-wall
concrete shops, past gates, left, right, left again, in
a dusty clearing.
I asked Sofie how she came to be here. She said: “It’s
just the ambiance of life, as I wandered … You know
how the pathways of life go.”
So here she was. And here she had been, for a long
time. She was 28 and she said she moved to the market
when she was 15. The years blurred together a bit:
birthdates, death dates, decades; it had been a long time.
When she arrived, she was alone. Then slowly some
sex workers taught her the trade. The entry was rocky,
as many women described. “It was friends that taught
me how to become a sex worker,” she said. “If you
don’t prostitute yourself, you don’t eat. Sometimes
you’d start the work and then they’d confiscate all the
money, then men would have sex with you by force,”
she remembered.
She found her way over time. Now, she said, “it’s
the same rhythm. If you don’t go out, you don’t eat.
You always have to go out.”

Her workflow depends on her situation, what she
needs. “Sometimes I don’t go out at all during the
week. Sometimes I go out three times in the week.
Now the children have to go back to school, so I work
all week long.”
She’s the boss, she said, because she’s the eldest and
she got here first. It’s her who gathers the money the
girls pay each day: 1000 Francs. The girls struggle to
pay their dues, she told me, as she counted money in
a small box: 500 and 100 Franc notes. Those are 30
cents and five cents. She keeps track of the money and
stashes it at a friend’s house. It’s not safe to keep much
with her. At the moment there’s almost nothing saved,
because one of the members had a stillbirth, and they
spent the savings on hospital bills. So they’re starting
again, slowly refilling the caisse.
Sofie has four children, but they don’t live here.
Two have the same father; the other two she said she
doesn’t know the fathers. She got pregnant doing her
work. One of the men is “a total robber”, so she hid the
children from him. They are hers, she said, “it’s me that
brought them into the world.” She visits when she has
something to give.

TIME
The definition of “survive” is “to continue to live
or exist, especially in spite of danger or hardship”.
Continuity is in its very definition. I rolled the phrase
continuities of survival around my tongue for months.
While I am very familiar with chronic survival states,
it still feels poetic in its contradiction. How life can
be simultaneously catastrophic and continuous. Time
bends, it stretches and snaps, over and over. It is rippled

with ruptures; endless endings that somehow stitch
together into a life.

eye. She had fought with her boyfriend, she said, and
yes they were still together. She laughed that I asked.
The perpetual crisis that is poverty is a space of
restless rest; fatigue and sleep that doesn’t reach its
depth; endings and ruptures that string together
into a life, into time passing, and interspersed with the
normalcy of the mundane; also with death. Because
survival continues until it doesn’t.

I don't pay attention to the
world ending.
It has ended for me
many times
and began again in the morning.
The poet Nayyirah Waheed wrote.

ELEGANCE
This is a type of power. There’s something beautiful
about surviving, and about wounds. Both Sarah
and Sofie had a current of quiet within them:
dignity, resignation, sadness, but also stability,
a groundedness that comes from living through it.
Sofie and Sarah, like many leaders I met, earned
their positions through longevity and charisma.
They are leaders because of who they are, and also
because they’ve lived here longest, here in this
exterior place; a place that bristles, a volatile space,
sleeping on cardboard boxes. Having children, playing
jeu de six, dancing, vamping, posing, mediating
conflict, managing drunken thugs and aggressive
police, for years.
But what is essential in the poetics of survival, the
poetics of barbarity, is the mundane. When we speak
of continuity, we speak of the quotidian. We speak of
daily life. The two are interwoven. At times the very
structure of a situation is unlivable, an environment
is pervasively unstable and unnourishing and yet,
people “continue to live or exist”. Both at once. Still
here, year after year.
When I came back to see Les Bébé’s d’Amour, Chris,
one of the girls, had white powder covering a black

Narratives are like filters overlaying reality. What
we say reflects and shapes what we think, what we
see, what we believe, what we accept, what we imagine.
A person’s orientation to reality, the edges of their
thoughts, slips through in phrases, lines of questioning,
incomplete sentences that reflect whole frameworks for
the world. Inaccuracies and tropes are often lazy. They
are also violent. They are hugely consequential.
“Bon, as they say, it’s oldest profession in the world,”
said Paul Ntangu, the medical coordinator for the
city’s office of the National Programme for the Struggle
against AIDS.
It just slipped through in the conversation, a nothing,
really, but it reminded me of the tendency toward
perpetuity, inevitability, ahistoricity that pollute
many stories told about Congo. So I brought it back
up, later. “I heard that prostitution didn’t exist in
Congo traditionally, it’s something that came with
colonialism,” I said.
“Yes, that’s true,” he said. “We learned the behaviours
of our colonisers. Maybe it’s them that brought it,
then we copied it and that’s the position of it, it
stayed. But I must say that it’s also the context of
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extreme poverty that fosters it. It’s really all linked
to poverty.”
Ntangu narrated the cultural infiltration of
colonialism and extreme poverty as two separate
things, but they are actually one and the same. The
story of sex work in Kinshasa is the living story of
the brutality of capitalism that was introduced in the
violence of colonialism and continues today.
But to get at that history, I had to push through
dense layers of myths and norms. Because the
thing about truth is that it is not generally the
dominant narrative, nor is it the counter-narrative.
Direct counter-narratives, in framing themselves
in opposition to mainstream narratives, continue
to defer to these narratives as something related
to reality. But the truth is often somewhere in
between, overlaying the narrative or counter-narrative;
something much more fluid, contradictory, complex,
and vast. It’s rarely simple, and it’s certainly not
comforting. But it is liberating to let this world be
as tangled as it is.
“In the western tradition, the living world fits into
the rectangle through a rigid, finite set of manoeuvres
that date back to the 16th century, when artists laid
out their designs with chalk and string,” the art
critic Dave Hickey wrote in David Shields’ book,
War is Beautiful.
This feels like an apt illustration of the problems
of dense narratives over reality. Truth is often
somewhere far deeper or broader than the definitions
and constraints laid upon it like chalk. Reality is
those flecks of green and blue that meld into each
other, bleeding through, over, under, encompassing
the rectangles, but also spreading far beyond them.
The rectangles are ways of simplifying reality by

tearing off sections of it; but placing rigidities on
something fluid does not make the thing less fluid.
It just limits how much of the vastness the perceiver
chooses to acknowledge.
Trying to look for truth can feel like looking through
the chalk strictures people put onto a space to try to
see the terrain. The constraints are often mental,
but are manifested in the world as programmes,
policies, politics, and life choices; built upon stories
and translations of reality that are narrated as
objective, yet are based on definitions created in
situations and spaces far from the places they are
transposed upon.
Post-colonial spaces are places where narratives
have been imposed as brutally as capitalism. There is
a war over ideas, over framings just as much as there
is over resources and ways of being. But it’s an even
more nefarious conflict because it is unspoken, barely
articulated. Outsiders are not even aware, often, that
they are existing within a particular framework and
imposing it on a space that might have a completely
different framework.
“The power of the white world is threatened whenever
a black man refuses to accept the white world’s
definitions,” James Baldwin wrote in Letter from
a Region in My Mind, his brilliant 1962 essay. The
concepts are extremely apt in the present, when
the West continues to impose its own definition
on reality, like chalk on a painting, while denying
that the painting is not reality. Then whole debates,
academic and aid discourses are built upon the chalk
outlines, and a Congolese bureaucrat who knows that
sex work was only introduced a hundred years ago
in his country, maunders on about its perpetuity in
human nature.
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“The truth about the black man, as a historical entity
and as a human being, has been hidden from him,
deliberately and cruelly,” Baldwin wrote. But buried
as it may be under structures and constructs, pushed
to the side like poverty outside the suburbs, misery at
the gates of mansions, the truth doesn’t leave or die
when it’s forgotten. It is acting always, whether or
not we acknowledge it. Our defences give away our
wounds. “It’s funny you think you can disguise your
truths,” Jay-Z raps.
“An invented past can never be used; it cracks and
crumbles under the pressures of life like clay in
a season of drought,” Baldwin wrote. Still, invented
pasts, invented presents, falsities, and constructs:
whole societies are built on them. Buildings too, like
the buildings at the University of Kinshasa where
I wandered hoping to find someone who could speak
to me about femininity and power in the Congo, not in
the words of the funders, international organisations
who distribute money to researchers to churn out
narratives that fit their world view. But something else,
something specific, internally coherent, generated
from this space and history.
I took a typically circuitous route to the university.
On a plane between Goma and Kisangani I met
Bonaventure Chello, a robust and extroverted gentleman
who introduced himself and peppered me with trivia,
disrupting my window seat reverie. I didn’t give him
much thought until a few days later when I wandered
out of my hotel in Kisangani looking for bananas.
I saw a small sign advertising the Alliance Française,
so I ducked down a quiet hallway to look around,
and there I found Mr Chello seated at a table with
three other writers, and a plate of bananas. They
invited me to sit, and so I did. They told me about

the burgeoning literary scene in Kisangani and
the complexity of printing manuscripts – we have
so many texts written, but lack infrastructure and
funding to publish them, they said. I learned that Mr
Chello was the former Minister of Higher Education
and still lived at the University of Kinshasa. We
exchanged details and I said I would visit him when
I was in the city.
In Kinshasa I grew frustrated with the framing of the
research I could find online about gender in Congo. They
were simple victim stories, centred in western concepts
of victimisation and western definitions of liberation and
power. I wanted to speak to Congolese researchers to
help me understand gender norms here, since the people
I was meeting were narrated as peripheral. Peripheral
to what? I wondered. So I called Mr Chello and asked if
he knew anyone working on this at UNIKIN. He said he
didn’t but we could figure it out. I suggested we try the
sociology or anthropology departments.
He insisted on picking me up in town, and we took
a slow drive across the city in his pickup truck, before
arriving at the university, climbing steep and dusty
hills up to his home around the back of the campus.
I met his wife and children, admired his fruit trees,
then we drove back down to the central quad.
In the hallways everyone stopped to greet Mr Chello,
“Bonjour, Monsieur le ministre …” He was retired,
but he maintained and enjoyed the title. The greetings
were full of requisite obsequiousness, but also laced
sometimes with a tinge of shame and blame. The place
creaked with neglect. We found our way to Placide
Mumbembele, the director of the anthropology
department, a Congolese man who had lived in
Belgium for much of his life, but returned two years
ago to do what he could for the country. He gestured
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regretfully around his basement office, with its bare
walls, dated computer, a few blue bound theses on
sparse shelves. The problem was funding, which came
down, he said obliquely, to political will.
For my questions on gender, though, he directed
me to the gender office, which was funded by UNIFEM.
Inside, the tables were covered with wax print fabrics
specially made for International Women’s Day. I was
welcomed. The staff pushed tables together in the
center of the room, and shut the door. The space was
much nicer than the anthropology office. There were
several computers, posters on the wall, more books,
the air conditioner was working.
I’ve worked on women’s health and rights for years
all over the world and have developed a profound
skepticism for, in Baldwin’s words, “the white man’s

definitions”, or in this case the white woman’s
definitions, (which I often find defer to the white
man’s definitions) of power. My first conversation
with Marie Noelle Vive Sebise, one of the researchers
who welcomed me, began at this level. She spoke
on parity in parliament – we have the laws on the
books, she said, but no implementation. I’ve heard
this story too many times to trust it. It reeks of the
perspective of lack that pollutes so much scholarship
on Africa, where terms are defined in another context,
transposed upon the place, which is then narrated
as backward because it does not have this particular
thing that was defined externally.
Is parity a Congolese concept? I pushed back. Is
parliament? How is gender understood here? How is
power organised? How do people resolve conflicts in

actuality? How do people define power for themselves?
It was a slightly bumpy exchange, but we got there.
It turned out that Professor Sebise was herself
doing this type of research on community level and
historic conflict resolution around sexual assault –
a reframing of the narrative pounded onto DRC as
the rape capital of the world, awash with impunity,
in need of mobile courts, created and funded from
outside. Her colleague, she said, could help me with
my questions about sex work; she had written on the
history of prostitution in Congo. She wasn’t in that
day, there had been a death in the family and she
was attending to funeral arrangements, but I could
call and come see her.
I came back a few days later to spend the afternoon
with Professor Mapendo Joséphine Cishala, faculty
in the social science department and president
of the University Network of Gender Researchers.
“Prostitution in traditional societies wasn’t systemic,”
she told me. “Generally speaking, each woman was
supposed to have one man because here we had
polygamy. This means that even if a woman lost her
husband, she was taken care of by another member of
the family. And even if she didn’t want to be married
to a member of that family, she was free to get married
to someone else. She could become the second wife of
someone else. She could even stay at her home and be
officially married to someone else … Consequently,
prostitution was not institutionalised. From time to
time, some young ladies would have sex with boys.
But it wasn’t institutionalised that someone would
have sex with another person and receive money or
something from that person.
“Prostitution became institutionalised with
colonisation,” she said. Congo’s colonial history is

bleak and brutal. King Leopold II of Belgium created
the Congo Free State in 1885. Under the auspices of
humanitarianism and charity, he took the area as
a personal corporate state. The imposition of capitalism
came in the form of deeply dehumanising exploitation.
Congo forcibly entered the global economic order at
the bottom – as a feeder for empire across the ocean.
People were forced to work in the extractive industries
for rubber, ivory, and minerals. Workers who refused
had their hands chopped off. Millions of people died.
The Force Publique was the country’s first army;
it was created to enforce this violence. The human
rights abuses were so extreme that the international
community forced Leopold to give up the state. It was
handed over to Belgium as a colony in 1908.
Within the country, cities were built. They were
segregated and regimented. Kinshasa was divided
into la cité for Congolese – sprawling sections of town
around the periphery that still have streets so thick
with dust, riding a motorcycle is like surfing, as is
swerves and slips with nothing to hold. En ville was
for the whites and the wealthy.
At first the colonisers only brought men to the cities
to work in factories – a purely utilitarian presence.
Women were meant to stay in the villages. But the
isolation wasn’t working, so sex workers were brought
in to “stabilise” the men. These women were registered,
they had health check-ups and cards. “These women
had a special social status,” Professor Cishala said,
“they had ID cards, while married women couldn’t
have one.
“From this prostitution emerged the first group of
women who were able to be autonomous in towns
and take care of themselves. They had their own
money. They crossed class and race lines no one
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else could. They were out in the city at times others
weren’t. They had both Belgian and Congolese
clients. They banded together in unions they called
‘Associations d’Élégance’. They pooled their earnings
and invested in bars and terrasses. Slowly, they created
a social class.
“These women were well dressed. They would
organise parties and then invite men they chose
and build connections from there. Later, they would
collect enough money as a startup fund to launch their
businesses. They started travelling and importing
clothes. They bought alcohol from breweries to
distribute and resell.”
The associations were common from the 1930s
to the 1950s in Congo’s urban centres. Colonial
authorities kept archives that listed the organisations
and the members.
“But prostitution evolved later,” Professor Cishala said.
“It wasn’t just grown-up women who were practicing it.
There was a group of young girls who also started doing
it at night … Some went to the boulevard that was
called Boulevard of June 30th to look for men. Others
would go into nightclubs to look for partners with the
main aim of looking for money. It was like an illegal
trade just for money.” As the economy degenerated, so
did the trade, and their status.
Now the situation is very different, the women I was
meeting on the streets were not throwing lavish parties.
The second half of what Ntangu, the governmental
AIDS bureaucrat said was correct: survival sex work
today is related to extreme poverty. But this too has
a direct and continuous link to the brutal entry into
global capitalism in colonialism, and the entry at the
level of exploitation, violence, and extraction. The
fact that sex workers took their context of extreme

marginalisation and made it into parties, power, money,
and survival, does not negate the continuing injustice
of their position.
In 2019 the United Nations Working Group of
Experts on People of African Descent travelled to
Belgium on a fact-finding mission. It found and
documented pervasive ongoing racism and inequality
in the country. “The root causes of present day human
rights violations lie in the lack of recognition of the
true scope of violence and injustice of colonisation.
As a result, public discourse does not reflect a nuanced
understanding of how institutions may drive systemic
exclusion from education, employment, and opportunity.
The Working Group concludes that inequalities are
deeply entrenched because of structural barriers that
intersect and reinforce each other. Credible efforts to
counter racism require first overcoming these hurdles,”
they wrote.
Sarah and Sofie’s lives cannot be narrated honestly
without looking at the wide web of interconnectedness
they are navigating. Kinshasa is a locus in our global
nexus, like everywhere. Congo is Congo because
Belgium is Belgium; Belgium is Belgium because
Congo is Congo. Inequality is structural by design.

FUNERALS
“Yes, hello? You’re at a wake …? But I hear noise.
Where are you?” Dr Ngoy Belly Bernard Bossiky
answered his phone. I was perched on a couch in his
office. He, the executive secretary of the National
Multi-Sectoral Programme for the Fight Against AIDS,
an organ under the presidency, was seated gallantly
on an armchair. He wore a crisp suit, pointy leather

shoes, and carefully curated socks. He offered me
coffee, and let me select from his flavours. There
were several brands, all ginseng infused.
He was detailed and precise as our discussion
wandered from the tumultuous and deep history
of HIV in Congo, to megachurches and brain drain.
He also helped me contextualise the survival groups
I was encountering.
To access sex workers, he said, HIV programmes
always go through the chefs-mères. “When they speak,
the others say nothing,” he said, “because sometimes
they beat them. They can be a bit aggressive.
“The cheftaine is like a mama,” he said, “they could
all be the same age, but there is one that is the chefmère … it’s her that manages the group and she is
chosen by her peers.
“This isn’t specific to sex workers,” he continued.
“It’s in our communities that these two types of groups,
or associations exist.
“There are also mutuelles, a type of mutual aid
association.” He described Likelemba, a savings
group where members pay a certain amount each
week, then at certain intervals one member takes
the money. “There are groups like that which are
only for the money. There are also groups where they
gather to discuss their problems.” He told me also
about Moziki groups, a similar concept. Groups from
the same university or business or who grew up in
the same neighbourhood gather. “They talk about
their lives and social problems. When someone is
facing hardship they help them. Each one gives.
“In those groups they vote for the Mama Moziki,
it’s a sort of president,” he said, along with other roles.
I asked where the practice originated. “Ah, these
have been there for a long time,” he said. “Even when

we were young we were in youth groups … we met
to exchange ideas, for fun. It wasn’t for money, then,
we might contribute to cover the cost of drinks or
transportation, but it wasn’t for savings.”
These days though, social groups have largely turned
into social security groups, protection networks. “Even
though we have banks now that give credit more easily
to vendors, in all the markets in Kinshasa there are
still the Likelembe, the ristournes, because people
don’t have access to capital.”
The Associations d’Élégance may have had an
elegant history, but now they were firmly evolved in
the survival era.
Professor Cishala at the University of Kinshasa
echoed this. “Most people organise themselves on
individual level to survive,” she said. Across social
classes, from market vendors to public servants, “there
is always a common savings system to help, because
so far the government cannot take care of people’s
needs, especially poor people.
“The government …” she trailed off, “I don’t know
what to say … I’m not saying they do nothing. They
are doing whatever they are doing. However, when
it comes to taking care of the population, that, they
are not doing.” Both at once: the state exists, but not
necessarily in the way it appears to. Another moment
of looking at a situation and attempting to detangle
the chalk outlines from the reality: where they overlap,
how dense the lines are.
“There is the state, but out of that there are many
small organisations that allow to the Congolese
to survive. Without these small organisations of
women, workers, this and that, Congo wouldn’t
be Congo; because people would reach a certain
time where their income would be zero. And that
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would produce a revolution. But here there is no
revolution because there are supporting measures.
That imagination of gaining money by bringing
people together; there are many mechanisms that
allow the state to survive.”

PROTECTION
The law is “mute” on sex work in Congo. It is no
longer regulated with health check-ups as in the
colonial era. And the only laws that relate to sex work
are “modesty” laws. Sex workers are imprisoned for
atteinte à la pudeur. So, having sex in public, not the
transaction itself.
If clients pay for it, they can rent hotels by the
hour or the night. My first night in Kinshasa I toured
a dozen of these places, looking for a place to sleep.
Some had fake satin sheets on a bed that took up the
whole room; others were oddly spacious, with corners
leading from salons to bathrooms decorated in plastic
wood panelling. Air was dense, streets were packed,
balconies overlooked corners bouncing with clubs.
Some women live in spaces where they work. They
share rooms and sleep during the day. At night they
receive clients, alternating with their roommates.
Many of the women I spoke to, though, didn’t work
in those spaces. They described fucking in alleyways,
or pointed out the broken-down cars they used. Sofie
takes her clients under a cellphone tower.
For many sex workers, the police are among their
biggest menaces. And most of the time, police don’t
mention atteinte à la pudeur when they harass or
detain the women. Most arrests are arbitrary, an
unequal battle on the street.

In Kasavubu, a neighbourhood in Kinshasa, I spoke
to another group: Chidibi, Hortense, Sarah, and
Magaly. We sat at a table in the dark on the dusty
space between a bar and a busy avenue. Their home
was just across the road, past a cement depot. They
rented one and two room structures made from
aluminium and tin. They decorated them with curtains
draped elegantly, intentionally, to divide the space.
One had a sofa on the dirt ground, another just
a mattress. They lived there with their kids. The space
had been a public pool in the Mobutu era and a few
concrete walls remained, tinted with decades of
water stains.
“Sometimes soldiers take us by force, five can rape
you without using a condom,” Magaly said.
Sofie, in Grand Marché, said when police arrest
them, sometimes if the women sleep with them
they can get out. She said she’d been arrested
multiple times. Soldiers would come and chase her
when she fell asleep outside on a table after a long
night working.
Hortense described being arrested by the police
two weeks prior. They claimed it was because she
didn’t have an ID card. Days before, other police had
ripped up her ID card because she had no money to
pay them.
When she was arrested, it was her chef-mére who
gathered money from the other girls in her network
to pay off the police and free her.
“What is the goal and role of the force?” I asked
Major Alphonse Landu, the spokesperson of the
Kinshasa police. He was taking down notes to send up
the chain of bureaucracy, but interrupted to comment
on the stupidity of my question. “Everyone knows,
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it’s like everywhere: the security of people and their
belongings,” he said.
Minutes before, on my way to the meeting, my
motorcycle taxi was confiscated by police, most in
plainclothes, one in uniform.
They surrounded us and grabbed the keys. I slid off
and watched as my driver tussled with the officers,
and then followed, holding onto the back of his
bike. He dug 3000 Francs (€1.62) out of his pocket,
shrugging, begging.
“Why did they do that?” I asked, when I got back
on and we continued.
“I don't know,” he said.
“What did they say?” I asked.
“They said that motorcycles are not allowed in the
commune anymore.”
He dropped me two blocks from the police station,
and I walked in. I called Major Landu, who came
to meet me and led me back to his desk. He was
wearing a shirt emblazoned with Boss Boss Boss in
the style of Hugo Boss. The office was packed. He
dutifully noted down my questions, but I never heard
back from him.
Still, I found the poetics of his flippant statement
apt: everyone knows; it’s like everywhere; security
of people and their belongings.
I was studying the poetics of protection, also, the
densities of falsities; the museum of truth and falsity.
It was, as Professor Cishala had said of the state: “I’m
not saying they do nothing. They are doing whatever
they are doing. However, when it comes to taking
care of the population, that, they are not doing.”
Many foreign researchers write on the “dysfunction”
of the Congolese government, with varying degrees

of empathy and nuance. They write on “the facade
of the state”. Development programmes aim to
“implement parity” and “build capacity” and focus
on “strengthening democracy” or institutions.
I think the entire framing of this is wrong. The
Congolese government is based on the colonial
state. The colonial state was created as an extractive
state. There were brutal scales of institutionalised
violence. The police force was created to maintain
a broken order so Belgian colonists could steal from
the Congolese.
“To accept one’s past – one’s history – is not the
same thing as drowning in it; it is learning how to
use it,” Baldwin writes.
Many things have happened since then: independence,
wars, dictatorship, new republics, elections; but
the basic structure for the state is this. And so
an extractive and violent police force is not really
“dysfunctional”. It is functioning as it was designed.
Years of security training programmes, restructuring,
reform, underpay, and systemic neglect have not
fundamentally altered that foundation.
Instead there is the long simultaneous history
of survival skills. The Likelemba and the Moziki;
Associations d’Élégance into the chef-méres of
today. It is a blended and ever-evolving relationship
between what existed, what was imposed, how it
was adopted, refused, transformed, how it interacts
with people’s lives and conceptions of themselves.
Everything that has ever happened in a space is present
there, anything that has ever happened to a person
is present in the present. People, spaces, society, are
constantly shifting, folding in and responding to what
is experienced. It’s tangible, if you can feel; it’s visible,
if you can see.

L’INVISIBLE
L’essentiel est invisible aux yeux. The essential is
invisible to the eyes. I struggle with this sentence,
though I return to it. It is the title of a photography
series by Beninois photographer Ishola Akpo. The
series is about his grandparents’ relationship, the
photographs are of everyday objects that remain.
I think the title gets at how much more there is
within and beyond these objects: the dynamics, the
relationships, the spirit.
I kept thinking about the concept of visibility and
invisibility. I agree with the sentiment; that it is not
the exterior, the obvious, the first seen thing, which
is essential. I agree that what is essential, what is of
utmost importance is the energy, the truth of the
thing, which at times is what people mean by the
invisible. “Your eyes tell the truth but everything else
lies,” Jay-Z raps.
The problem with the sentence is that many of these
nonmaterial aspects are seen with the eyes, along
with other senses. There are many types of sight. In
considering the invisible, I ask: invisible to whom?
Tina M Campt wrote a beautiful book called
Listening to Images: An Exercise in Counterintuition
in which she ponders multiple ways to read, feel, and
engage with photographs. “I theorise sound as an
inherently embodied process that registers at multiple
levels of the human sensorium,” she wrote. “Sound can
be listened to, and in equally powerful ways, sound
can be felt; it both touches and moves people.” She
explores context, history, and layers that surround
and infuse images.
When Patience Mbumba Pioka wanted to show me
the border between Les Bébés d’Amour and Base P8
she said: “Regard.” Look. “The girls can’t cross.” And
so I watched the girls from P8 wind through outdoor

kitchens for restaurants, pots bubbling with oil,
until they meandered too close to the clearing where
Les Bébés d’Amour lived, and a fight erupted.
The two groups live just across a boulevard from each
other, but they do not mingle. They work in different
places, they organise their money differently, their lives
are separate. They know how far they can go, how close
is too close. The border is there. They know it. I saw it.
Is it less real for being unwritten?
Patience in a way is like a chef-mére of the chef-méres.
I was introduced to her as a “peer educator” and had
a very awkward first interview with her where I tried to
ask her about her work and her clients. She hasn't done
active sex work in years, I learned later. Now her work
is primarily connecting international NGOs and their
“implementing partners” – local NGOs whose primary
function is to write grant applications to international
funders to then carry out programmes designed from
above – with sex workers on the ground.
When there are trainings and testings it is Patience’s
job to connect those top level NGOs with the various
chef-méres. She gets paid by the day and by the
people tested. She's planning now to incorporate
and make an association that does the same things –
testing, training. The international funders want to
work with associations now, she says, this is why
she's doing it. “They’ve understood that with the NGOs,
the directors earn a lot of money in comparison to the
peer educators,” she said. “Even though it’s the peer
educators that should get more money than them, since
the terrain is the peer educators’. If the peer educators
weren’t there, you would not get any sex workers.”
She worked her way into a safe and beautiful
apartment. Tucked off a paved boulevard, not far from
the center of the city, the place is quiet. She has orange
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curtains, plastic flowers, paintings on the walls. When
I complimented her decor she told me everyone loves
her home. Her niece lives with her and attends school,
Patience hopes she never has to do sex work.
Her hustle, her survival was built upon the network
of AIDS NGOs, which are the only organisations
that work with sex workers in Kinshasa at present.
Elsewhere in the country there are a couple of
organisations that are part of the Global Network of
Sex Work Projects, organisations that are run by sex
workers and have a framework of self-determination.
Aimée Furaha is an activist based in Bukavu, in
eastern DRC, who takes part in several regional
organisations that aim to strengthen organisations run
by sex workers, including the Pan African Academy
for Sex Workers. “We noticed most organisations
for sex workers were not run by sex workers,” she
said. “When it’s someone else who speaks for sex
workers and doesn’t know the problems of sex workers
themselves, it’s different. They paint it like she is
a victim, she’s vulnerable, we have her help her. It’s
like she’s a child … It’s like sex workers have no brain,”
she said, of the typical tone used to speak on and
over sex workers. “But she’s not a child, it’s a choice,
she has access to money,” she said.
In Kinshasa, this top-down approach Furaha
critiqued is still the norm. And Patience’s creation
of an association is still fully in line with that – the
initiative came not from her or what sex workers want,
but from the perspective of the funders. “CORDAID saw
that no, no, no, we should have associations because
here are the real sex workers,” she said, referring to
the Catholic Organisation for Relief and Development
Aid, one of the largest NGOs in the world, based out of
the Netherlands. “This is where they will see the real

keypops,” using slang for “key populations” from the
English. “They need posis, people with HIV. If there
are no people with HIV, they won’t get better results,
and they will cancel the contract. It’s like that, they
need to have posis, that is their objective.”
HIV has a long history intertwined with DRC. The
disease was identified in Congo in 1983, after patients
in Belgium who had come from Congo (then called
Zaire) kept falling ill. Investigators from Belgium and
the US came and found Congolese doctors already
studying the disease, Dr Bossiky told me. “Zairean
doctors had already found odd patients that they
would heal, then they would fall sick again, passing
from one illness to another. They gathered them in
a pavilion. When the team arrived, I believe they
tested around 33 cases in these pavilions, and they
were AIDS cases. At the time the word, the definition
of the disease wasn’t yet clear.”
Project SIDA, the country’s first AIDS programme
was launched the following year. Dr Jonathan Mann, an
American, headed the programme, and two years later
he went on to start the World Health Organisation’s
Global Programme for AIDS. The country has had
a devastating battle with the disease, exacerbated by
instability, conflict, and weak health infrastructure.
Sex workers have been at the heart of the epidemic.
Dr Bossiky told me in the 80s the HIV rate among sex
workers reached nearly 40%. Now it is closer to 6%,
nationally. The general population has a prevalence
around 1%.
To combat the disease there has emerged a sprawling
structure, globally with UNAIDS, the Global Fund,
PEPFAR, and others. In the country the central office
to coordinate the AIDS programme started in the
1980s. The multi-sectoral programme Dr Bossiky
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runs was started in 2004 and involves most of the
ministries, from health to defence to tourism. There
are also a plethora of NGOs that have cropped up to
implement programmes. While the problem is real
and the original intention is good, there is much
complexity to the ways the AIDS industry has grown
and expanded and taken on its own language, its own
way of organising reality, and its own egos.
“It’s me that represents all the key populations,”
said Dr Hilaire Mbwolie Nsabala, head of Progres
Santé Sans Prix; Progress Health Without Price
(PSSP), one of the biggest local AIDS NGOs. He said
his organisation focused on sexual minorities: “Sex
workers, injecting drug users, transgender people,
lesbians, gays, bisexuals,” he listed. The sectioning off
of people into keypops and posis made me think of the
violence of labels. Campt wrote on colonial photography,
“they are images intended to classify types rather than
identify individuals”. There's something reminiscent
about this in the way NGOs write on “beneficiaries”,
on the ways these programmes are created top-down,
for people to fit into, for people to identify along with,
instead of flowing upward from their own experiences
and needs. People are seen as vectors of disease; in
a way, it is the only aspect of their life that matters,
that is funded or supported.
The programmes Dr Nsabala described were perfectly
in line with the transnational AIDS movement: it is
him that brought lubricant to the country, he told
me, in 2013. He said he’s opened a safe injecting site.
He gave me a magazine his organisation printed:
Special Kypopo News, it blared across the top. HIV:
The Question of Human Rights, it said to the left.
Interviewing him felt like miming. I know this
jargon. I’ve heard it before. He was saying everything

exactly how a funder would want to hear it; fluent
in the forefront of the discourse, yet so distant from
the desires of the people I was encountering. My
intuition quaked at the falsity. L’essentiel est invisible
aux yeux.
He took me out to meet some “keypop” one evening.
We went to a couple of clubs with an entourage of
his staff. One showed me a picture on his phone of
Dr Nsabala on a jet wearing a so-described $2000
Kenzo sweatsuit. Dr Nsabala said he took the plane
to Paris and Abu Dabi. “Was it private?” I asked. “Well,
there weren’t many people on it,” he told me, smirking.
I asked who paid for it. He said the Global Fund. His
organisation had been funded by the who’s who of
global aid: USAID, PATH, UNDP, UNAIDS.
He gathered a group of women, spoke to them before
I did, paid them $20 each, then we sat in a 4x4 and
they dripped cliches into my microphone, while some
giggled in the back. I wondered who could listen to
this and think it was true, who could look at this
rainbow magazine and think it conveyed reality,
who would drop money to maintain these simplistic
programmes. Chalk on reality. Surely not someone
who wanted to actually change the world and its power
structures. Perhaps someone who wants to help a bit,
but not to overturn the imbalance.
When I asked Patience about the doctor, she said,
he was nice enough. He gave money when he had it.
Besides, the hotelier eats first, she said, it’s normal.
I didn’t take the time to deep dive into the particular
truths and falsities of this NGo, because what I was
probing was something much broader: the misalignment
of these programmes with lived realities. I believe it
comes back to narratives, to definitions, to speaking
over people, to the continuing subjugation of people

from describing their own lives, their own needs, their
own desires.
The programmes are created in conversation
with global organisations, centred in the West, then
transposed upon Congo. Here they may be false,
distant, barely in touch with the realities of people’s
lived experiences, but they nonetheless do exist. So
women use them. I followed as Patience and a nurse
did rapid HIV testing at the bar with Sarah and Les
Bébé’s d’Amour. Patience showed a flip book of sexually
transmitted infections to Sofie and the others while they
played jeu de six. But the rest of their needs, the rest of
their lives are largely overlooked. I spoke to one NGO
worker who said that now there are free antiretroviral
drugs for people living with HIV. We were waiting in
the car outside a small restaurant called Eden de la

Planéte. But the problem is that people don’t have decent
nutrition, she said. Many don’t take their medicine
because they have to take them with food. Their lives
are complex, she said. Programmes shift and evolve, in
a constant conversation with themselves, but they are
still just outlines over reality that have very little to do
with people’s holistic existence.
In Bandal, another neighbourhood, I spoke with
a group of women on the street while they waited
for clients. They wanted wigs and weaves, so they
looked fresh and could get higher pay. They wanted
strip clubs, safe spaces to work. They wanted funding
to study. Everyone I spoke to had an idea for how to
better themselves and their community, but none of
the NGOs were listening to or building up from these
ideas. They were just trickling down concepts from
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afar. People like Patience then made what they could
of these structures. But for their own ideas of freedom,
of growth, there was no support. For this, sex workers
were left to their own survival.

MIEUX
Elif Batuman wrote a New Yorker article last year on
rent-a-families in Japan, which at heart is a meditation
on the human need for intimacy and the space between
norms and reality around family. “It’s not necessarily the
case that the real family is the best thing that happens,”
Reiko, one of the clients who rented a fake father, said
in the piece. I loved the directness of the statement on
something so fraught in its lived expression. It was
certainly the case for Sofie and Sarah and many other
women I spoke to, that their blood families did not
provide the safety, intimacy, and protection they found
with each other.
Sofie’s father died, her mother remarried, and the
men in the new family started harassing her, fighting
with her. “Sometimes when I was sleeping, they’d pull
off my underwear,” she said.
My translator asked: “Did they rape you?”
“Yes,” Sofie said.
“So my friends and I started to come to the market,
and then I stayed for good.”
For her, the volatility of street life, the direct violence
from the police, was better than being unsafe in her
family home.
Those who flee have a reason to. People do not flee
safe spaces.
I watched the ease the girls had with each other.
Sharing food, teasing, bickering, protecting. I was

interested in interdependence, intimacies, and the
many ways people fabricate it, find it, create it, that
have nothing to do with family norms as they are
narrated. I wondered if it is possible to speak about
intimacies without referring back to the nuclear
family. How do we shift the center of this narrative?
If we continue to narrate it in conversation with the
idea of a “functioning” family, are we pathologising
those who are living otherwise? I wrote in my journal:
is comparison itself violent? How do we hold at once
power and marginalisation?
Most narratives around sex work fail to incorporate
this nuance. There are often blanket assumptions that
sex workers are purely victims. There is a tendency
to conflate trafficking and sex work. Such simplistic
language both reflects the blindness of the speaker
to the types of power sex workers do have, and
simultaneously undermines this power.
In 204 the UN Office on Drug and Crime published
several issue papers exploring these grey areas and
problems around trafficking and sex work. “The issue
of trafficking for sexual exploitation provides a good
example: values of human dignity are often invoked to
support a broad reading of exploitation in this context,
on the basis that prostitution cannot be meaningfully
consented to. However, other practitioners pointed out
that to reject the possibility that some persons working
in prostitution are exercising a form of agency may
undermine the core values of autonomy and freedom.”
Talking over people has been policy. Most programmes
that are not built by sex workers aim to “save” them
from the trade. Many programmes focus on “family
reinsertion” – taking child sex workers from the
street, and putting them back in their family. Often
they flee again.
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No one leaves home unless
home is the mouth of a shark.
The poet Warsan Shire wrote.
The UN document continued: “As one scholar
explained, a person’s compulsion to choose between
working or starving does not render the apparent
consent to work involuntary: provided the person to
whom consent is given is not the cause of starvation
or lack of any reasonable alternative, then the consent
should be considered valid.”
This brings us back to the both at once of it all.
How to speak about agency and consent in the
face of such odds? Such profound unfairness in the
global economic system? But how to not speak about
agency when speaking about how people navigate
their lives? And when speaking about people with
palpable power?
For all my intellectual tussling, the ladies seemed
to struggle less.
Chidibi, one of the sex workers living in Kasavubu
told me: “I find it to be good work. I don’t have anyone

to support my needs, that’s why I do this work …
the initiative came from me.”
Mr Chello, the former minister told me one
day, “I want Congo to develop like America.” His
comparison illustrated the problematic implicit
hierarchy that underlies “development” discourse.
But freedom is never mimicry. Liberation of the self,
of a society, is about being completely oneself, in all
of our distinctiveness, our beautiful subjectivity. My
expression of freedom might not look like yours,
but that basic dignity, that basic understanding of
profound equality – in worth, in taste, in choice, in
determination, in desire, in definitions, in vision –
is lacking in the ways people narrate and then
build programmes to fund research, fund aid, force
systems of government and everything else.
Perhaps part of Sarah’s power, then, was how she
embodied this self-determination. She was on the
street, so was her mother, so was her sister. Like Sofie,
Sarah’s trajectory followed the death of her father and
an inheritance crisis, a dissolution of her home. But the
choice of what to do in the face of it was hers.
“Ici c’est mieux,” she said. Here is better.
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