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Susann Ludwig, born in 1987, is affiliated with the University of Leipzig, Germa-
ny. She did her doctorate at the Centre for African Studies at Universitit Basel
(ZASB). As a social anthropologist in African studies, she is fascinated by the ev-
ery-day play of people doing things, and by questions related to chance, space,
relationality, and possibility. Overall, she has spent two years doing ethnographic
fieldwork in West Africa, particularly in Bamako, Mali.
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INTRO

VIGNETTE: La chance makes a difference

The university graduates | met in Bamako are working on the realization of
their future—some of them have achieved their goals already, and some have
not, or notyet. So, if personal effort is what they all invest, what is it then, to
them, that makes the difference? La chance makes a difference, it is distinc-
tive and it distinguishes. [...] To provoke la chance is to look for la chance in the
sense that individuals provide themselves with the skillset required in order
to make sure they are able to identify la chance by the time itappears (extract
from a round table presentation in Bamako, 9 January 2017).

I begin with the moment that marked the final stage of my research. In Jan-
uary 2017, our research group “Construire son Avenir”,'! met for a final work-
shop at the University of Bamako in Mali to discuss our findings and present
results of our individual research within the project. We had also organized
around table with the thought-provoking title “La jeunesse d’aujourd’hui — et
de demain?” (Youth today — and tomorrow?), during which local stakeholders
would discuss the issues raised. The audience consisted of students, profes-
sors, and administrators — some of whom were my informants — and some
external participants who happened to come across our minimal advertis-

ing. I was nervous and I was meant to talk for no more than five minutes to

1 The project “Construire son Avenir: Self-Conception and Career Practices of Young Gradu-
ates in Burkina Faso and Mali” was based at the Centre for African Studies at the University
of Basel and funded from 20132016 by the Swiss National Science Foundation. The project
was led by Prof. Dr. Elisio Macamo. The other team-members were: Dr. Michelle Engeler,
Prof. Dr. Manfred Perlik, and Dr. Noemi Steuer. My PhD colleague Maike Birzle (MA) cov-
ered research in Burkina Faso.



Susann Ludwig: La chance

present the core of my findings from ten months of fieldwork with university
graduates in Bamako. I decided to present la chance.

During the round table discussion, a well-known politician responded in
his first comment: “Moi, je n’accorde pas d’importance a la chance.” (“I don’t
attach any importance to chance.”) Later, he explained that in his own life,
he “had la chance to study in France.” His success though, he said, came once
he started working fifteen hours a day. Another participant depicted univer-
sity graduates as victims of a system that fails to properly educate them. If
today’s youth wanted to succeed, they only had to work hard. They could start
businesses, move to the countryside in order to become farmers; they should
stop demanding, stop complaining and stop doing nothing. The message
was clear: a university degree is no guarantee; only hard work will pay off.
However, those who “sit around waiting for la chance” will undoubtedly fail.

I felt misunderstood; it was neither my intention nor the point of my pre-
sentation to create an image of “university graduates sitting around waiting
for la chance.” I considered explaining my point again, but I decided not to.
The audience predominantly affirmed the participants’ remarks; some were
thankful and presented themselves, their stories, their ambitions, and their
efforts. Others asked how they might pursue a career in politics. However, a
female student’s comment “There are no jobs in Mali!” was completely ignored.
The discussion did not reveal their thoughts on my preliminary findings on la
chance; only later did I realize that this round table revealed a discourse based
on the categorization of la chance as luck — and not as merit or something else.

On an earlier field trip to Bamako, I made a similar categorization myself:

Coming from downtown Bamako, Moudou? and | are headed to the second
bridge. On the driveway next to the administrative part of the city, dozens
of young men are selling sunglasses. Everybody sells sunglasses, the exact
same sunglasses. “Why are they all standing right there? All at one spot?” |
ask. Moudou answers: “La chance will bring them clients. Every day, it’s going
to be someone else... and, you know, there are also some vendors walking
around town all day” (field notes, September 2011).

2 Allresearch participants’ names are changed in order to protect their privacy and to ensure
anonymity.
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As a concluding remark, I jotted down: “Everybody’s going to have la
chance at some point in time. Apparently, selling is not about skill, but about
luck. Making money is luck, not merit.” Soon afterward, I recognized that I
was wrong: the very fact that dozens of people sell sunglasses at this exact
spot turns this driveway into a customer hot spot — which benefits every
seller. I was also wrong in assuming that la chance is just the French word
for luck. In fact, to my informants in Bamako, la chance is a type of common
sense and it “lies so artlessly before our eyes it is almost impossible to see”
(Geertz 1975, 25).

Jeunesse diplomée - “sans emploi?”
Universities change, graduates change.

The changing role of higher education from being “valued as a public and
intellectual good” to being made essential to the foundation of the nation
state in its development (Zeleza and Olukoshi 2004, 3) is a global trend. All
over the world, young people are more likely to go to university than ever
before (France 2007, 60). In the West, higher education has become “part of
the normal, taken-for-granted, experiences” and due to its expansion, higher
education is no longer exclusively accessible to middle- and upper-class stu-
dents (Furlong and Cartmel 2009, 121). In the US, the role of the university has
changed with globalization from promoting reason, to advocating culture, to
today’s emphasis “on the techno-bureaucratic notion of excellence” (Readings
1996, 54), which, according to the author, “lacks a referent”.? With a particular
focus on Africa, Zeleza and Olukoshi observe a shift from the “development’
university” of the 1960’s and 1970’s to the “market’ university” of the 1980’s and
1990’s, and with this development, “threats to academic freedom became less
political and more economic” (Zeleza and Olukoshi 2004, 43). Higher educa-

3 Bill Readings, The University within the Limits of Reason, 1996: “The characteristic of the
modern University is to have an idea that functions as its referent, as the end and meaning
of its activities. [...] in general the modern University has had three ideas. The story begins
[..] with Kant, who envisioned the University as guided by the concept of reason. Kant’s
vision is followed by Humboldt’s idea of culture, and more recently the emphasis has been
on the techno-bureaucratic notion of excellence. The distinguishing feature of the last on
this listis thatitactually lacks a referent.”
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tion became more dedicated to meeting the demands of the labor market, and
private universities grew (Thaver 2004) and ultimately led to the “massifica-
tion of higher education” (Zeleza and Olukoshi 2004, 3). In accordance with
that global trend,* in Mali, too, the number of students in tertiary education
has increased significantly during the last fifty years. In 2018, for instance,
according to official government numbers, there are about 85,000 students
enrolled at the public universities of Mali, which is almost one fourth more
than a year before (Ministére de 'Education Nationale 2018, 20).

After independence, several key institutions took the lead in educating the
nation’s emerging elite, the so-called “grandes écoles”. These included a uni-
versity for public administration (’Ecole Nationale dAdministration ["ENAJ),
university for engineering ('Ecole Nationale d’Ingenieurs [PENI]) and the uni-
versity for higher education (’Ecole Normale Superieure [’TENSUP]). Despite
different training foci, these institutions participated in a common project:
they produced “professionals who were being trained to operate the burgeon-
ing machinery of the state” (Engeler 2017, 10)”. These particular higher educa-
tion institutions still exist today, and there are others that have also arrived
on the scene more recently. For example, the University of Bamako was estab-
lished in 2006, making its debut with five faculties,’ two institutes, and 11,250
enrolled students in its first year (Imperato and Imperato 2008, 104). By 2010,
there were more than 80,000 students (Diakite 2011), which exceeded the
accommodations available in the university’s infrastructure (Daou 2010). As
aresult, a government decree transformed the University of Bamako’s former
faculties into four separate universities. For instance, la FLASH, i.e. the fac-
ulty of languages and social sciences, became I'Université des Lettres et des
Sciences Humaines de Bamako (U.L.S.H.B). During the 2015-16 term, a total
of about 62,000 students were enrolled at the Universities of Bamako. Though
most graduates I talked to found the quality of education provided by the pro-
fessors satisfying, they all expressed dissatisfaction with the conditions at the

4 Allovertheworld, young people are more likely to go to university than ever before (France
2007). “[Iln many western countries” higher education has become “part of the normal, tak-
en-for-granted, experiences” and due to its expansion, higher education is no longer exclu-
sively accessible to middle- and upper-class students (Furlong 2009) .

5 i.e. Faculté des Lettres, Langues, Arts et Sciences Humaines (FLASH), Faculté des Sciences
Juridiques et Politiques (FSJP), Faculté des Sciences Economiques et de Gestion (FSEG),
Faculté des Sciences et Techniques (FAST), Faculté de Médecine, de Pharmacie et d’Odon-
to-Stomatologie (FMPOS).
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Universities of Bamako®: too many students, no library, insufficient resources,
packed courses, power outages, slow administration, and unfairness regard-
ing the distribution of grades and scholarships. Numerous strikes, held by per-
sonnel or students, became an everyday routine of university life, as staff and
students voiced their discontent over their salaries, their scholarships, and the
examinations. In 2011, classes were canceled for more than three months due
to strikes. In response, the whole term was declared an “année blanche,” an
empty year in which no student advanced or graduated (Ludwig 2011, 9).

Experiencing university today is significantly different compared to the
times of the protesters against the Moussa Traore military regime in the
1970s (see Steuer 2017) and the student movement of the 1990s (Smith 1997).
In other words, for their parents’ generation, a university degree secured
public sector employment and elite status (Behrends and Lentz 2012, 139),
but those days are long gone (Engeler 2017, 14). So, rather than age, gender,
class or subculture, my informants share the experience of university edu-
cation and of uncertainty with regard to the current labor market situation.
The idea of a shared and, therefore, connecting experience relates back to
Karl Mannheim’s concept of generations, which consists of multiple and even
opposing units of people, united by a common overarching experience that
significantly differs from experiences of the former generation (Mannheim
1928). Academics in Mali constitute a small, yet, due to their elite qualifica-
tion, highly relevant generational unit of people.

Lajeunesse diplomée. Sans emploi.

Whenever I introduced myself and what I was doing to neighbors, relatives,
secretaries, taxi drivers or government officials, I said that I was conduct-
ing research on university graduates in Mali — “une étude sur les jeunes
diplomés ici au Mali”. The reaction was usually this: “Sans emploi? Sur les
jeunes sans emploi.” — “Unemployed? The unemployed youth?” In the begin-
ning, I always passionately corrected people, saying “No, no. Young univer-

6 Students enrolled at the Universities of Bamako as of term 2015-16: I'Université des Sciences
Sociales et de Gestion de Bamako (U.S.G.B) 16,350; I'Université des Lettres et des Sciences Hu-
maines de Bamako (U.L.S.H.B) 20,980; I'Université des Sciences, des Techniques et des Tech-
nologies de Bamako (U.S.T.T.B) 9,300; I'Université des Sciences Juridiques et Politiques de Ba-
mako (U.S.J.P.B) 15,989. (Source: Scolarité de 'ULSHB in private communication 2017-10-18).
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sity graduates!” but they would almost always respond sweepingly, “Yeah,
sure, the unemployed young people”. At some point, I accepted this response,
maybe because I experienced similar responses when I spoke to university
graduates. I was interested in what they were doing after graduation, and
they answered, “Rien” — “Nothing”. However, as the conversation progressed,
they talked about all kinds of activities in which they engaged (see also Lan-
gevang 2009, 748; Hansen 2005, 6).” While most of them were not working
on a fixed or secure contract, they were working for a living or in an intern-
ship that was directed towards some future opportunity. Some helped their
parents, and some worked on their vocational training. No matter what they
did, most of them were busy doing something: they were busy opening up
la chance.

This relates to what Billy Ehn and Orvar Lofgren analyzed as “doing noth-
ing” (Ehn 2012). By questioning everyday phenomena such as waiting, rou-
tines, and daydreaming, they challenge the notion of “doing nothing”. People
always do something, they say. However, we refer to “doing nothing” whenever
nothing appears to be happening, or when something just happens too fast for
us to recognize, when something happens in disguise, or when something that
is happening is not considered to be worth mentioning for some reason.

“Employment may not be normal worldwide, but it is normative” (Kwon
and Lane 2016, 5). Unemployment being the negatively connoted counterpart
of employment arguably puts everything we value at stake, i.e. health, life in
our societies, the future (ibid. 17); it leads to long-lasting disenfranchisement
(ibid. 3) and compromises to social recognition and blocks young people’s
path to gaining adult status in their societies (ibid. 6).

With university graduates in Bamako, however, the situation seems to be
quite different. They are busy, healthy and happy. They start building their
own houses, marry and have children, they are respected by their families
and peers regardless of their employment situation, but with regard to what
they do on an everyday basis.

7 Both describe “doing nothing” as a discursive metaphor, which symbolizes a young peo-
ple’s feeling of “being stuck” (Sommers 2012), i.e. in “social and physical immobility” (Lan-
gevang 2009)
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Doing nothing?

Unemployment is a global phenomenon, but it is experienced locally and,
therefore, made sense of in different ways (Kwon and Lane 2016, 5). Looking
closely at these experiences and practices, unemployment emerges as “a site
for forging new ways of working, being, and thinking in these precarious neo-
liberal times” (Kwon and Lane 2016, 7) and we are able to see what people do
when they do not find work: they work (see Lane 2016, Mains 2016, Fisher 2016).

This resonates with a great body of research on African youth focusing
on practices in response to the challenging and uncertain labor market sit-
uations in their countries and, as a result, the “prolonged decline and dras-
tic reduction of social possibilities” (Vigh 2006, 96). Liberian youth hustle
(Munive 2010, 323; Kaufmann 2017), youth in Accra manage (Langevang 2008,
2046), youth in Cameroon muddle through everyday life (Waage 2006), and
youth in Mali engage in small businesses (débrouillage) (Ludwig 2013). A few
publications on university graduates in Africa relate their present practices
to imagination and anticipation, carving out a future-oriented way of deal-
ing with uncertainty. In Goma, Congo, a university diploma affords young
academics the ability to imagine “a better future and provides the belief that
[...] opportunities to find work are better than without it (the diploma)” (Old-
enburg 2016, 17). Imagination also informs graduates in Burkina Faso pre-
senting responses to uncertainty, who actively “hope and thus create acces-
sible gateways” (Birzle 2017, 54). University graduates in Tanzania respond to
career uncertainty deploying various practices, such as attracting potential
employers, running businesses, changing careers, and accepting temporary
jobs (Sambaiga 2017). Female Guinean graduates’ take agency as they stay
flexible in their progress towards heterogeneous future goals (Ammann 2017,
116). Similarly, male Guinean graduates strive for economic and political par-
ticipation as “political entrepreneurs” (Engeler 2016).

In this book, I do not argue for the value of what graduates in Bamako
are doing, neither do I contrast their practices to something I think they
should be doing, instead I focus on graduates’ knowledge of their situation
and describe what they are doing based on that knowledge.
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This book is about “la chance”

This book is about “la chance” (French for luck, chance). La chance is a concept
which accounts for everyday knowledge production in uncertain contexts in
Bamako, Mali as well as in the social sciences.

In Bamako, university graduates constitute an educational elite strongest
affected by unemployment. With reference to la chance, university graduates
make sense of their situation and they play what I call “the game of la chance”.

Examining graduates’ knowledge about their situation, we see that
la chance is much more than its translation of “luck” or “chance” reveals.
Throughout the book, we see how la chance emerges as a product of gradu-
ates mending the intersection between what graduates know and what they
know they do not know. La chance is known to make a difference between
those who get employed and those who do not. La chance makes sense. How-
ever, la chance is elusive in the sense that it appears to be self-explanatory in
concrete contexts, but it escapes our grasp as soon as we try to approach its
essence.

In 2015, about seventy percent of all university graduates in Mali were
registered at the country’s agency for the promotion of youth employment
(APE] 2015). Undoubtedly, the employment situation in Mali is challenging.
For years, the public employment sector has been saturated, while the bulk of
the country’s economy continues to be based predominantly on agriculture.
Young academics encounter severe difficulties entering the labor market, let
alone finding a job that corresponds to their qualifications.

Against this background, three consecutive questions arise:

1. How do university graduates deal with uncertainties?

2. What s la chance? The phenomenon: la chance.
Why do graduates keep opening up la chance despite their knowledge of
the circumstances?

Let me explain:

(1) Uncertainty

Uncertainty is a fundamental paradox that “humans live in history, in a situ-
ation where the future cannot be known and the past cannot be changed and,
therefore, where the unpredictable is constantly turning into the irrevers-



INTRO

ible” (Graeber 2012, 25; see also Luhmann 1991, 4; Macamo 2017, 184; Whyte
2009, 215). Since the outcomes of our actions are never fully predictable (e.g.
Calkins 2016, 3; Luhmann 1991), uncertainty is a universal human phenom-
enon, however, in the 21st century, uncertainty has come to be considered a
resource of creativity, innovation, growth, but also a source of precarity and
insecurity (Leccardi 2005, 131}. Especially in African contexts, uncertainty is
used to either “imply unpredictable outcomes, often of a negative kind that
make life precarious” (Haram 2009, 13) or as a simple umbrella term for con-
texts characterized by poor conditions shaped by societal hardship, such as
economic crisis (Langevang 2008), political change (Vigh 2009), conflict or
post-conflict or war (Kaufmann 2011; Vigh 2015), unemployment (Langevang
2008), disease (Whyte 2015), migration (Nunzio 2015), existential needs,
shortage of food supplies (Calkins 2016; Gilbertson 2015) or material — insuf-
ficient monthly salaries (Archambault 2015). Nevertheless, “we all navigate™
(Vigh 2009) and, yet, the extent to which we do so and the way we do so varies
(Calkins 2016, 2) depending on the environment around us.

On an everyday basis, uncertainty is a matter of knowledge.

Uncertainty can be described “as a structure of feeling — the lived experience
of a pervasive sense of vulnerability, anxiety, hope, and possibility” (Cooper
and Pratten 2015, 1), but uncertainty is also a matter of fact rooted in the
unpredictability of the future as well as in the lack of knowledge in present
situations (see Cooper and Pratten 2015; Beck 1986). The core of uncertainty
is the unknown: the unknown future and the unknown present.

We cannot know the outcomes of our actions for certain. With everything
we do, we take risks inherent to action itself and, therefore, impossible to
avoid (Luhmann 1991, 37). To calculate risk means to calculate the unpredict-
able “and it is by these calculations that societies create frameworks of pre-

8 According to Vigh, “[T]he concept [..] highlights motion within motion; it is the act of mov-
ing in an environment that is wavering and unsettled, and when used to illuminate social
life, it directs our attention to the fact that we move in social environments of actors and
actants, individuals and institutions, that engage and move us as we move along” (Vigh
2009). Vigh uses the concept of social navigation in order to grasp empirical action such as
dubriagem (debrouillage, muddling through) analytically.
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dictable social action™ (Kriiger 2003, 51). The foundation of these calculations
is knowledge. So, the more that is known in the present, the easier it is — or
seems to be — to predict the future outcome of an action. Conversely, the less
that is known in the present, the poorer the ability to predict the future.

University graduates in Bamako face three kinds of uncertainty: every-
day uncertainty, immediate uncertainty, and no uncertainty.”’ These uncer-
tainties vary in their relationship with knowledge: everyday uncertainties
describe situations in which current knowledge is evaluated, part of that
knowledge is the awareness of conditions which are impossible to know.
Immediate uncertainties are triggered by ruptures or new situations which
require new knowledge. Situations with no uncertainty are defined by a
present which is sufficiently known.

(2) Knowledge production
Accounting for la chance.

Against uncertain backgrounds in Bamako, la chance answers the question
of what creates the difference between graduates whose imagined futures
become reality and those whose imagined futures do not, or have not yet.
Individual effort, qualifications, creativity, persistence, flexibility, hope,
networks, structural conditions, and God also provide answers; la chance
embodies all of these factors.

Through the documentation and problematization of the relationship
between la chance (layer one: empirical phenomenon) and la chance (layer two:
concept), this book explores uncertainty as a social phenomenon in Bamako
as well as a conceptual conundrum for me as a social scientist.

The phenomenon: la chance.

Chances are present from the very start. We have a very clear idea of what la
chance is. Some think of chance, luck, opportunity and others more familiar

9 My translation. Original quote: ,Risikokalkulationen sind Formen des Umgangs mit Unsi-
cherheit,anhand derer Gesellschaften Rahmen fiir berechenbares soziales Handeln schaf-
fen” (Kriiger 2003).

10 Please note that “no uncertainty” does not equal “certainty”.
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with the Malian context might associate la chance with Muslim religion and
humbleness. The aim of this book is to make la chance visible by opening it up
for complication and, thereby, allowing for la chance to reveal its own mean-
ing throughout the process of analysis. La chance is not simply out there, on
the contrary, la chance is accomplished by graduates. So, rather than rely on
our own assumptions, we get to listen and explore graduates’ descriptions of
la chance.

Le bonheur exists, but you have to work for it. Work is preconditioned by la
chance. And if you're working, you're going to have thousands of chances to be
happy. [.] ‘Inchallah’, the reason for saying ‘inchallah’ means ‘If God likes it, it
will happen’. And it’s true, whatever God does not decide is impossible. [..] In
Islam, God says ‘Help yourself and heaven will help you, too.’ So, those who
do not help themselves, those who do not work, those who tell themselves ‘|
have my diploma, so | will stay home and la chance will come. ... But seriously,
do you think that la chance will come? La chance won’t come! [..] You've got go
out and look for la chance first, and if you're looking for it and with the help of
God, you're going to have a job. (My translation, 2014, interview with Moussa,
Physics graduate.)

La chance is contrasted to the concepts of ‘bonheur’ (luck’) and ‘étre heureux’
(being happy, happiness). La chance is further connected with the ideas of
accessibility, i.e. ‘work’ and ‘God’, as well as the ideas of success and failure.
The relationship between work and luck is causal. “Happiness” is associated
with what happens after or because of “work”. In other words, there will be
luck only if you work. Thus, “work is also a result of la chance”. There is an
order: first, la chance, then work, followed by bonheur. In other words, luck
and happiness are preconditioned by “work”, which is again preconditioned
by “la chance”. It all starts with la chance. “Inchallah”, as explained, “means
that if God likes it, it is going to come true”. Put differently, God’s word is
the ultimate word; God’s decisions precede la chance, work, and bonheur, as
well as happiness. “Dieu said: ‘Help yourself and heaven will help you, too.”
Individual effort represents a way to indicate your preference for the future.
People who rely only on the power of the acquired diploma do not seem to
gain God’s recognition. “La chance is never going to come!” Not making an
effort leads to failure, while making an effort leads to success.
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Conceptualizing la chance.
La chance is many things and la chance does not equal la chance.
Analyzing graduates’ common sense understanding of la chance, 1 identi-
fied three different kinds (see Chapter 4, Layer 1), which I call prerequisites,
sprouts, and outcomes. Prerequisites of la chance constitute the context into
which individuals are born and socialized, e.g. family, environment, educa-
tion. They are often referred to as ma chance (my chance) — la chance in pos-
session and are considered to be a privilege that potentially enables further
la chance, i.e. sprouts. Sprouts of la chance, like a sprouting plant, are what
university graduates refer to as an opportunity or coincidence. A sprout of
la chance needs to be identified by an individual who is prepared. Sprouts
can be transformed into outcomes of la chance, such as a work contract that
follows an internship or a position in the civil service following a passed con-
cours (the government system distributing public sector employment). Out-
comes constitute the product of individual effort, a result of personal effort.
Unlike prerequisites, outcomes of la chance are connected with the idea of
merit.

Moreover, graduates know how to attend to la chance (Chapter s, Layer 1):
“looking for la chance (chercher la chance)”; preparation, “finding la chance (trou-
ver la chance)”; identification, “working with la chance (bénéficier de la chance)”;
or “transformation.” To look for la chance means to be prepared, in order to
create or identify la chance when it appears, and to transform la chance into
something one could possess.

We see that la chance is not another word for a concept we already know.
La chance is not the same as, for instance, ‘luck’, which is philosophically con-
ceptualized as hazard that is either perceived as positive or negative; it is not
a product of individual action (Rescher 1990), nor does la chance capture the
idea of ‘hazard’ or ‘fate’ towards the result of strategic action (Pankoke 1997,
75). La chance is not the same as the feeling of being lucky or happy (Bargatzky
2010; Gilbert 2006), nor is it exclusive to events or circumstances shaping
individual biographies (Becker 1994; Chimanikire 2009; Bandura 1998). And
even though there are similarities to ‘serendipity’, a ‘happy accident hap-
pening by chance’, an unanticipated but appreciated by-product of an action
(Merton 2004; Chimanikire 2009) or the idea of luck’ being based on a timely,
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or perhaps life-long preparation for opportunities (Hettlage 2010, 11)", nei-
ther of these concepts fully capture la chance.

Knowing la chance.

University graduates know that:

La chance makes the difference.

La chance makes sense.

La chance accounts for uncertainty and certainty.
La chance is common sense and extraordinary.
La chance accounts for the past and the future.

What sounds contradictory or confusing actually makes a point of la chance

being both stable and unstable. As soon as we think we got it, it escapes our

grasp. Only for us to find it in a new and different shape. Again. And again.
Consequently, the follow-up question is:

What is la chance?

This simple question is relevant, because of the very relations and questions
it provokes, for instance: what does la chance do and what do graduates do
with la chance?

La chance is how things work in Mali.

In Bamako,"? I met university graduates at different points in the process of
realizing their futures — some of them had already achieved their goals while
others had not or not yet. Degrees, internships, and efforts are important,
but they are not enough to make a difference. Graduates know that la chance
makes the difference: it determines the future outcome of their present actions.

11 Original quote: ,Je nachdem, wie man sein Leben in die Hand nimmt, wachsen die Chan-
cen, etwas Verniinftiges oder wenigstens Tragfihiges daraus zu machen. So gesehen
wire Gliick eine Art rechtzeitige, oder vielleicht lebenslange Vorbereitung auf Gelegen-
heitsstrukturen oder — wie Novalis es zuspitzte — ,Talent fir das Schicksal” (Hettlage
2010). Note that in his description of luck, he uses three different concepts, i.e. chance,
fate and opportunity (Chancen, Schicksal, Gelegenheit) in order to describe ‘luck’ (‘Gliick’).

12 The setting of my research is Bamako, a West African capital city. However, | do not con-
sider my work as research on the city (see Forster 2013), nor do | conduct research in the
city of Bamako as the center of higher education in Mali.
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Everyone looks for la chance, but it does not appear for everyone — it is distinctive
and it distinguishes. Using la chance, graduates make sense of what does not
make sense. La chance reveals how graduates make sense of their experiences
and observations in Bamako. For instance, if 100 graduates apply for one job, 99
of them will not get the job. Graduates understand that; they know they have
to work hard in order to get the job, but they are also aware of the fact that not
every hard-working person is going to succeed. For the one applicant who gets
the job: “It is la chance!” That is common sense. La chance explains the difference
between 99 and one, it explains randomness and why things happen the way
they happen. La chance explains “how things work in Mali.”
La chance works.

“The reality of everyday life is taken for granted as reality. It does not require
additional verification over and beyond its simple presence. Itis simply there,
as self-evident and compelling facticity. | know thatitis real” (Berger 1991, 37).

La chance is common sense knowledge.

La chance is many different things, but what exactly are these? And how do
graduates know that “getting a job” and “meeting someone”, for instance, is la
chance? What exactly do graduates categorize as la chance? To graduates in Mali,
la chance is common sense. Common sense is “just life in a nutshell” (Geertz 1975,
7) and it “lies so artlessly before our eyes it is almost impossible to see” (ibid 25).

Common sense constitutes a starting point for investigation (Francis 2004,
26). Common sense is considered a “practical accomplishment” (ibid. 25) pro-
duced by its members, i.e. graduates. Therefore, graduates are experts on la
chance. Drawing from that idea, this chapter will illuminate the ways in which
la chance is “produced’ to be recognizable” (ibid. 33) as common sense. This will
allow me to turn the “normally taken for granted” categorization of an employ-
ment opportunity “into an object of reflection” and analyze the categorization
of la chance as a “practical accomplishment” (ibid 25). Following that approach,
la chance appears as a practical accomplishment of graduates’ making sense of
uncertainty. La chance reveals how graduates make sense of their experiences
in Bamako as they “produce and gain knowledge, and thereby make a situation
more predictable and meaningful” (Hinsch 2017, 8). As a systematic explan-
atory framework, la chance creates certainty in uncertain situations with
regards to opportunity for income and arbitrariness with regards to selection
processes. Graduates understand the randomness of the situation they live in.
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(3) Gameplay
Ultimately, my work on the previous two questions allows me to approach an
overarching and probably even more puzzling one:

Why do graduates keep opening up la chance despite their knowledge of
the circumstances?

As much as this question seems specific to the study of youth in Africa, in this
case university graduates in Bamako, it also is a general question concerning
the absurdity of life (Camus 2014). Graduates are like Sisyphus trying to push
arock up a mountain, however, I argue that this is neither a punishment nor
fun. They are opening up la chance voluntarily and they are happy. This is
similar to the work of social scientists who keep working on the description
of phenomena despite acknowledging the elusiveness of that endeavor.

As opposed to game theory, playing games is not about the strategic deci-
sion-making in anticipation of a desirable outcome prior to action, but rather
about the continuation of action itself. Playing games is the “voluntary
attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles” (Suits 1925). In a utopian world
in which everything were accessible to us, one could argue, all we would do
is play games. Considering the Malian situation of university graduates, the
situation appears much more like a dystopia in which graduates are forced
to draw on the elusive promises of la chance, rather than engage in it volun-
tarily. And yet, every graduate I met seems to be living a fulfilling life. That is
a paradox. But only if we assume that the key to a life like that is a successful
career. Claiming that graduates are playing the game of la chance seems like
a provocation, however the graduates are not the ones targeted, but rather
our own scholarly assumptions. I argue that graduates’ practices are not a
response to the precariousness of their situation, but a voluntary action. In
other words, graduates are not playing because they have no other option,
but they play because they want to.

I argue that the practice of opening up la chance is a game, a “voluntarily
attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles” (Suits 2014 (1925), 43). To say
that graduates are playing the game of la chance has three implications: (1)
La chance matters within the game only (prelusory goal). (2) The game of la
chance has constitutive rules. (3) The game of la chance is played voluntarily
(lusory attitude).
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Anticipating Criticism.

To say they are playing a game of la chance invites criticism:

It might come across as if I were diminishing their actions and their
agency and not taking them seriously. And given the difficulty of their situ-
ation, it seems graduates have no choice but to play. To say they are playing a
game, sounds almost like their actions did not matter anyway. Yet this is only
true if we assume that the fixed goal is an employment that corresponds to
their qualifications, for instance.

It might also seem as if I were romanticizing their difficult situation
and at the same time being too lenient with those responsible for causing it.
However, due to their particular circumstances, university graduates actu-
ally know and do something from which we can learn.

Graduates find themselves in a situation in which they can really say
for sure that they are not going to get the job they had been promised when
starting their university studies. They do not believe in the promises the
labor market or the society once made to them. They know these promises
are not true. Rather than being in denial about that, they deal with the situ-
ation and do not focus on a fixed goal. They do not try to run for that carrot.
They just refuse to have that version of success and failure imposed on them.
Precisely because it seems almost impossible to ignore that reality.

Gameplay is not game theory.

Whereas game theory is about acting as a result of strategic decision-making
in anticipation of a desirable outcome, the idea of gameplay (see Suits 2014
[1925]) is about the action itself, in which the goal of playing games is the
action. So, there is no strategy other than — one could argue - the decision to
take a particular route of action.

Game theory is about competition and about strategy. It is about the
logic justification of players’ actions with reference to expected outcomes. It
is about maximizing utility, about intention.

The setting of game theory is the unknown. Precisely because the play-
ers assume they are dependent on other people’s actions, they cannot fully
know the outcome of their own actions. Therefore, they are forced to strate-
gize about their moves. So, one might argue that the fact that graduates play
games is a strategic decision in response to the unknowns they face. How-
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ever, the decision itself is not directed towards employment as the outcome,
but towards playing games. In other words, their strategic decision is to play
games. In doing so, they deploy an option game theory does not consider in
its models.

In the infamous “prisoners’ dilemma”, for instance, the goal is to be able
to leave the prison as a free person, and the two ways to reach that goal are
defined by either confessing the crime or remaining silent. The players strat-
egize or gamble based on probability, but they do not play. Game playing is
not even an option in that particular situation. The reason is because the
player is committed to being able to win the game. In game theory, the player
wants to win. Therefore, the actions are directed towards winning.

But what if the prisoner played the situation by storytelling (see the 2015
movie True Story by Rupert Goold)? What if the prisoner fell in love with
the detective? In both cases, the goal of the game shifts from getting out of
prison towards continuous play and, therefore, maintaining the situation,
which allows the prisoner to keep telling stories or keep flirting, for instance.
The goal is no longer getting out of the situation and consequently out of the
game. Rather, the goal is the situation itself. It might be hard to imagine that
a person would voluntarily want to remain in interrogation. But it might be
easier to imagine if we acknowledge that the prisoner understands that the
interrogation is a set-up and, therefore, will most likely not get him out of
prison. Thus, this understanding renders the goal of being set free simply not
worth strategizing for. Game playing is not primarily about pleasure and fun,
but more importantly, it offers an alternative option which both responds to
the setting and corresponds with an individual’s understanding of it.
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Approaching la chance and la chance.

Three blind people examine an elephant by the means of touch. They do not
know they are dealing with an elephant. They investigate by the means of
touch. They compare the surface and the structure of what they touch to
what they know and conclude accordingly: “It’s a snake”. “It’s a rope”. “It’s
a tree”. “It’s a fan”. The elephant consists of a snake and a rope and a tree
(even four trees) and a fan (but only at times: sneezes, breathes or does other
elephant things). Though the results of the men’s analysis seem incommen-
surable (compare Kuhn 1962), all these elements make an elephant. The parts,
and the whole. But also, how the parts speak to the whole and vice versa. The
elephant is only complete in its relations and connections.

“Methods, after all, are not neutral devices” (Hine 2005, 7). In other words,
the methods we apply in order to see our research object define the way we see
our research object in the end. In that sense, we do not see la chance asitis, but la
chance how it appears through a particular method or lens. Examining la chance
with this approach, all we are going to end up with is particularities. We won’t
find la chance (the elephant). We only find single la chances (a snake, a tree..).

The empirical phenomenon of la chance is an experience (phenomenology),
a practical accomplishment (ethnomethodology), a narrative (narrative anal-
ysis) ... La chance is all of these things and not just one in contrast to the others.
La chance is defined by the way a person sees it. And yet, though different to
each and every individual, la chance is out there — not as a pattern, not as
one phenomenon, not as an experience... — la chance is out there in relation.
Therefore, this book is an attempt to describe la chance in relation. I am blind
and I approach la chance by listening to those who conclude “it’s la chance”
and examine how they came to these conclusions.
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What are university graduates dealing with when they are dealing with
la chance? And what are we dealing with when we are dealing with la chance?
What can I learn about the world if I take la chance into account? Through the
exploration of these relations in which la chance emerges, i.e. between grad-
uates and researchers, individuals and all of us, between Bamako and the
world, this book offers a unique view into what we take for granted.

This book is an ethnography (part one) and an assemblage (part two).

Part One of the book ethnographically situates the empirical phenomenon
of la chance in graduates’ lives in Bamako. Part Two is an assemblage (see
Deleuze and Guattari 1987) which sets out to analyze the phenomenon of la
chance and develops a conceptual framework of la chance. It is based on grad-
uates’ knowledge accessed through narrative interviews.

As a method, the combination of both approaches helps me describe and
grasp the (in)stability of la chance. Whereas the ethnography empirically sit-
uates la chance in graduates’ lives, the assemblage is a tool which epistemo-
logically accounts for emergence and, therefore, captures the general logic of
la chance, while keeping it open.

The second part of the book is in the form of an assemblage which allows
it to be entered at any point, encouraging an explorative reading experience.
Offering the schemes extracted from coding with MaxQDA, and a map for
orientation, you will be able to move around in the book, not reading it in a
linear fashion, but moving through its parts at your own pace and according
to what you would like to read about.

Let me explain:

To me, la chance is a fascinating and continuous puzzle, an omnipresent
token in my thinking and, ultimately, a provider of a career in the social sci-
ences up to this point.

My first answer to the question of “What is la chance?” is inspired by eth-
nomethodological thinking (see Chapter 4 and 5. Layer One). This first layer
offers a systematic account of what la chance is to university graduates in
Bamako, i.e. prerequisites, sprouts and outcomes. Overall, la chance emerges
as a product of graduates making sense of circumstances that do not make
sense. I continue with a second investigation of that very same question

“What is la chance?” two years later. Of course, I did not start from scratch
here, but used the data I had organized during my initial research process.
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And whereas the first time I concluded “It’s a fan!”, the second time, my con-
clusion sounds more like “It’s a tree!”.

Thus, the picture I will be able to paint is a bit more complete, yet far from
being comprehensive and far from being clearer. Both conclusions are far
from “It is an elephant!” However, put together and in relation (see Assem-
blage), they show that la chance is not only part of graduates’ lives in Bamako
and of my life, but also inherent in the research process.

To you, la chance might be the same, but chances are you draw your own con-
clusions about la chance. My mission here is twofold: It is to make visible how
both graduates account for la chance and how I see la chance, but also to encour-
age you to develop you own understanding of la chance. This is what “The assem-
blage of la chance” in the second part of the book attempts to accomplish. It pro-
vides both the conclusions and constraints resulting from my own thinking and
opportunities for you to explore by yourself and draw conclusions of your own.

Part One: Ethnography of La Chance. Or, What Graduates Know
and What They Know They Don't Know.

The first part of the book ethnographically situates the empirical phenome-
non of la chance in graduates’ lives in Bamako.

Chapter 1: Situating La Chance in Knowledge.

What do university graduates know about their society in relation to the
national labor market? And how do they account for that knowledge?

Uncertainty is inherent to action, since the outcomes of action are never fully
predictable. “We all navigate” (Vigh 2009). However, when navigating uncer-
tainty, people know and understand their environment as they go along; they
have tobe able to analyze and evaluate it. Navigation requires knowledge, which
is essential to certainty. In accordance with the main concern of the sociology of
knowledge, I understand knowledge as “everything that passes for knowledge’
in society” (Berger and Luckmann 1991, 26), and that includes “common-sense

”

‘knowledge’ rather than ‘ideas” (ibid. 27). Examining graduates’ common-sense
knowledge about their everyday lives and the Malian society, I show how they

make sense of an environment that appears static for the most part and and
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then suddenly moves sometimes. I argue that uncertainty is about knowledge,
which includes both what is known and what is known to be unknown.

There are official systems of job distribution, but nevertheless graduates
know that getting an employment is actually la chance. I examine “le bras
long” (“the long arm”, with reference to social networks) and “le concours” (the
national system for the distribution of employment in the civil service). We
will encounter both as cases of ordinary and extraordinary situations, i.e. sit-
uations in which graduates find themselves knowing about the circumstances
that led to the situation at hand (knowledge about the presence of knowledge)
and knowing they do not know about these very circumstances (knowledge
about the absence of knowledge). The commonly used expression ‘’homme
propose, Dieu dispose” ( man proposes, God provides) accounts for graduates’
knowledge of what they do not know. This intersection between what graduates
know they know and know they do not know is right where la chance kicks in.

Chapter 2: Situating La Chance in Graduates' Everyday Lives.

Graduates — who are these people? What are their questions? What do
they know (they don’t know)?

In this chapter, I investigate the relationship between graduates and situations
that raise questions for them in order to find out what they know and what they
know they don’t know. The focus on everyday situations in individuals’ lives
allows me to relate the known and the unknown and in doing so carve out chal-
lenges of everyday life. We will see that the unknown is not the counterpart of
the known, but a part of it. Ultimately, I use these situated empirical accounts
and questions as an entry point in approaching conceptual unknowns.

The first part of this ethnographic chapter starts off with vignettes (a soc-
cer game and a wedding) connecting the two respective protagonists with
each other (Madou and Amadou, Simone and Safiatou), followed by an intro-
duction of each university graduate individually with a short biography and
avignette accounting for an everyday situation I extracted from participant
observation. The fragmented character of this part of the chapter allows the
reader to get to know the four graduates exploratively just like they get to
know la chance in the next part of the book.

The second part of this chapter presents situations that raise questions
for the graduates introduced above. The sections are arranged according to
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questions highlighting aspects of their professional and family lives, as well
as their temporal dimension, i.e. present and future.

Part Two: Assemblage of La Chance. Or, The Emergence
of La Chance in the Encounter.

The second part of the book is an assemblage, which sets out to analyze the
phenomenon of la chance and continues to develop a conceptual framework
of la chance. This part is based on graduates’ knowledge accessed through
narrative interviews.

Chapter 3: A Manual.
Whatisanassemblage? Howisitused in thisbook and in relation to la chance?

The purpose of this chapter is twofold: The reader is directly addressed and
provided with a map and manual for orientation in the assemblage and an
invitation to explore. For orientation, I describe the following two chapters
(chapters 4 and 5), their layers and tracings, which are based on different
methodologies. I further invite readers to explore the assemblage either in
a linear way, which then tells the story of a journey of discovery document-
ing my research process, or in a fragmented way, which will allow readers to
explore la chance on their own.

Overall, the content and the shape of an assemblage allows us to get from
a perceived idea of la chance and its elusive character towards a systematics
of the unknown. The assemblage of la chance has two layers which guide us
through chapters four and five.

In the first layer, I approach the questions: “What is la chance? And what
does la chance do?”, applying Membership Categorization Analysis (MCA),
which helps me to systematically account for graduates’ knowledge. Scan-
ning the devices that members, i.e. graduates, employ describing la chance, I
focus on predicates (in order to find out what la chance is in chapter one) and
activities (in order to find out what la chance does in chapter two). All in all,
MCA shapes the first layer of analysis, which I call systematization of la chance.

In the second layer, I revisit this systematization of my data. This time
playfully exploring the accounts’ contents, I go through them looking for
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conceptual clues independent of the Bamako context. Later on, I arrange
these clues which account for the emergence of la chance (in chapter 4) and la
chance in the encounter (in chapter 5).

At the end of each section, I offer tracings, which summarize my find-
ings and abstract from them. I use the word tracing because I understand
that the map allows for more connections in addition to the ones I see and it
is up to the reader to add to the assemblage.

Chapter 4: Emergence Of La Chance: Types and Relations.

Whatis la chance?
Layer 1 (L1). Systematization of la chance.

To graduates in Mali, la chance is common sense. Common sense is “just
life in a nutshell” (Geertz 1975, 7) and it “lies so artlessly before our eyes it
is almost impossible to see” (ibid. 25). This layer makes la chance visible as it
analyses la chance as a members’ category.

Conducting Membership Categorization Analysis, which originates in
ethnomethodology, I present a systematization of graduates’ knowledge of
la chance, which consists of three types: prerequisites, sprouts, and outcomes.
Prerequisites are constituted by graduates’ social context, their families, the
environment they grew up in, and their education. Graduates possess pre-
requisites which have either been assigned to or accomplished by them. Pre-
requisites have the potential to further enable la chance, namely, sprouts of la
chance. Sprouts of la chance are opportunities; they appear and they need to
be identified by graduates. Sprouts potentially advance new paths which can
be established by graduates as they turn sprouts of la chance into outcomes.
Outcomes of la chance are opportunities grasped and transformed by gradu-
ates. Employment contracts based on an internship or the successful partici-
pation in a concours are instances graduates refer to as la chance.

Layer 2 (L2). La chance in relation.

In this second layer, by means of an explorative content analysis, I show how

la chance emerges in relation to others and to oneself, to what is taken for

granted and the everyday as well as to what is not la chance and la malchance.
We will see that:
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La chance is the exception, not the norm.
La chance is to accomplish something highly unlikely.
La chance is the preferred option, not just any option.

Drawing from the relational character of la chance, I examine the unequal
distribution of la chance. We see that la chance plays by its own rules and
therefore cannot be enforced or predicted by graduates. Rather, la chance
emerges between structural and agentive factors. Furthermore, we learn
that there is an important difference between the agency of a graduate and
the agency of la chance. Whereas graduates’ agency is constituted by prac-
tices of preparation for la chance and its identification as well as its transfor-
mation, la chance’s agency is characterized by its presence and its absence. In
other words, the agency of la chance reveals itself in its emergence.

Chapter 5: Encounter: The Practice of Opening Up La Chance
and The Game of La Chance.

What does la chance do? How is la chance accessed?
Layer 1 (L1). Opening up la chance.

Led by the question of how graduates open up la chance and again by applying
MCA, I reveal that most of the activities surrounding la chance are bound to
sprouts of la chance (see chapter four). Sprouts of la chance are a bit like seren-
dipitous events, which cannot be planned, so “[a]ll we can do is [..] put our-
selves into a favorable position to profit by unexpected occurrences” (Merton
2004, 191). In other words, sprouts are special; they are a rupture of the every-
day, which is why they require an explanation.

I present graduates’ practices, “looking for la chance (sprouts)” or prepa-
ration, “finding la chance (sprouts)” or identification and “working with la
chance (sprouts)” or transformation. Graduates “looking for la chance” antici-
pate la chance in a concrete or abstract manner and prepare for it accordingly.
These practices of preparation are conducted in the present based on their
prerequisites, but they are geared towards the future — towards a sprout of
la chance. Graduates identify and evaluate them, and again, graduates’ abil-
ity to do so depends on their preparation. Once identified, graduates work
on the sprout’s transformation into a concrete and anticipated outcome. In
contrast to preparation, transformation is not an activity directed toward a
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sprout of la chance, but a response to a sprout. The intersection of these two
kinds of activities is marked by the identification of a sprout of la chance.

Layer 2 (L2). The game of la chance.

Drawing from the clues extracted in layer two through an explorative con-
tent analysis, I develop the idea of the game of la chance, which is not about
winning, but about playing.

La chance is found in the encounter, i.e. in the relationships and in the
collaboration between the players. I describe the players and their relation to
la chance. 1 focus in particular on the relationship between player one and la
chance, which is characterized by knowledge and practices of deciding, pre-
paring, seeing and influencing.

Furthermore, I introduce various plays (workplace, friendship, busi-
ness, success, by-product and parenthood) in which la chance emerges in the
encounter between the players. This is also where we find out about the dif-
ference between having la chance and having the ability to have la chance, the
co-constitutive relationship between the players characterized by the differ-
ence between players seeing and being seen as well as the interchangeability
of players one and two. Ultimately, I use these considerations to illuminate
what is unknown to the players.

I argue that the practice of opening up la chance is a game, a “voluntary
attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles” (Suits 2014 (1925), 43). To say
that graduates are playing the game of la chance has three implications: (1)
La chance matters within the game only (prelusory goal). (2) The game of la
chance has constitutive rules. (3) The game of la chance is played voluntarily
(lusory attitude). As a result of the discussion of these points in dialogue with
the empirical material, we will see that graduates play the game of la chance
because they want to, not because they have to. We further see that gradu-
ates do not obey the rules of the labor market which is ultimately targeted to
procuring employment, but the rules of the game of la chance targeted to the
continuation of play. In doing so, they play with the rules of the labor market.
Playing the game of la chance, graduates know they cannot win against the
background of the labor market. However, within the game of la chance, they
do succeed and thereby appropriate the labor market.
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1 Knowledge | Situating La Chance
in Graduates’ Knowledge.

[We are here]

In Bamako, there are institutionalized systems of job distribution which are
supposed to make sure the most qualified applicant gets the job. However,
graduates know that employment is la chance. How come?

This puzzle invites the examination of the relationship between knowl-
edge and employment focusing on common-sense knowledge. The overall
purpose of this chapter is to situate la chance in graduates’ common-sense
knowledge. The leading questions are:

What do university graduates know about their society in relation to the
national labor market? How do they account for that knowledge?

To university graduates, it is common sense that getting a job is la chance. But
what constitutes the conclusion of that being common sense? There are three
kinds: observational common sense, which is a result of external senses’
perception of the environment; judgmental common sense, which is also
referred to as “good judgment” as it is based on understandings of everyday
experiences; and consensual common sense, which relates to facts everyone
knows and agrees on (Rescher 2005,12). Common sense facts “appear to be
transparently true through the circumstance that they are obvious and (in
a certain way) self-evident” (ibid. 29). Common sense is “shamelessly and
unapologetically ad hoc” (Geertz 1975, 23), and even though or maybe because
every “solid citizen” is an expert on common sense (ibid 24), it “remains more
an assumed phenomenon than an analyzed one” (ibid 9). It is in that sense
that I proceed to examine what is “obvious” and “self-evident” about how to
get ajob in Mali according to university graduates.



38

Susann Ludwig: La chance

Departing from the common-sense statement “employment is la chance”,
Iwill describe three systems located at the intersection between employment
and la chance, i.e. “le bras long”, “le concours”, and “‘'homme propose, Dieu
dispose”. I will elaborate graduates’ knowledge about each system’s routin-
ized way of distributing jobs. My informants know that la chance makes the
difference between those who gain employment and those who do not, or
not yet.

One of the aspects that are crucial here is the question of employment
and more specifically: who gets employed? Approaching this question, we are
going to examine the relationship between knowledge and employment. In
other words, what do graduates know about who gets employment?

On this journey, we look at the case of le bras long and le concours. We will
encounter both as cases of routine and non-routine situations, which means
as situations in which graduates find themselves knowing about the cir-
cumstances (knowledge about the presence of knowledge) that made up for
the situation at hand and knowing they do not know (knowledge about the
absence of knowledge) about these very circumstances.

Knowledge includes the known and the unknown. Knowledge is what is
known and what is known to be unknown. Both are ways of knowing. Le
bras long and le concours account for what graduates know, “'homme propose,
Dieu dispose” is a case of knowing what they don’t know — which is right
where a la chance kicks in.

KNOWLEDGE: On the presence of la chance

If uncertainty is about knowledge, the question is: what do graduates know?
And again, what do they know about what?

Throughout the next section, I focus on graduates’ common-sense
knowledge about how to get a job in Mali. Examining this relationship
between knowledge and employment, I focus on the case of le bras long (the
long arm) and le concours (competition for government employment), both
of which make a difference when it comes to getting employed or staying
unemployed. Le bras long refers to social networks and plays a significant role
when it comes to accessing employment, internships, information; passing le
concours based on qualification and performance allows for direct access to
steady life-time government employment.
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Le bras long | A case of privilege?

It’s difficult to have a job here in Mali, because there is this kind of relation...
Like, you are my sister and | have a company, so | take you. Even if you aren’t
qualified. It’s like that in Mali. But if by chance we do find somebody who is
qualified, of course we're going to employ that person. (My translation, inter-
view, 2014, with Mohamed, graduated in Administration.)

That “certain kind of relation”, also referred to as le bras long (the long arm)
is given as the reason why it is difficult to find a job in Mali, but at the same
time, it does enable people to get employed. Family members are prioritized
over qualification and graduates know that: “It’s like that in Mali”.

Le bras long is best explained as advantage. If nature favors your parents, they
might come up with an adequate and concrete solution for your situation.
This means that you are going to be employed at a company because of their
relations and not because of your merit or because of the studies you did. [..]
| don’t have this la chance. | don’t have la chance of having parents with a long
arm. (My translation, interview, 2014, with Amadou, graduated in Interna-
tional Law.)

Amadou explains that le bras long offers concrete solutions, such as employ-
ment, which is la chance. Some parents have le bras long to the benefit of their
children; it is a primordial advantage. The power of le bras long lies in its
ability to provide access to employment without the consideration of either
merit or qualification. In fact, Amadou’s account is about the expectation
that jobs are distributed to those who deserve it based on their qualification,
while the reality is that le bras long employs those who have influential family
members. Amadou calls that la chance. To sum up, family and qualification
lead to employment: if there is a business, and you are family and looking
for a job, you get the job. At the same time, if there is a business and you are
qualified when no family member is, you get the job. “Everybody has their la
chance in life... maybe it’s just like that, that there are people whose parents
have le bras long and others’ parents have short arms”. Everybody possesses
individual la chance and the length of one’s arm is part of it.

Imagine le bras long as a branch of a tree which comes in different shapes
and sizes, different qualities and quantities, with dense and sparse bifurca-
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tions, some flourishing others dry, maybe just temporarily due to the season
of the year; every single one of them pointing into a different direction.

The tree image is productive here, because it helps us to see and remem-
ber that every graduate has successfully climbed up the stem of a tree by
graduating from university.

Up there, graduates engage with the trees’ traits in terms of (1) movement
and in terms of (2) fostering. (1) Moving around, they climb and descend
branches, they jump and swing between them, a branch might fall off tak-
ing the graduate down with it. In the following accounts we see graduates
accepting to stay on and reach for a branch, switch between branches, mak-
ing their way from one branch to the next. (2) They also invest in growing
branches, leaves and fruit, which might or might not pay off. Sometimes
they find help, fertilizer, or too much sun for a sprout to take off.

Yet, it is not only about the graduates’ actions, but also about the nature
of the trees around them. Some trees are further apart, others grow closer
together, some branches might fall off and some branches might even connect
different trees, which then allows for the movement of graduates between
trees.

Le bras long is always both about origin and destination, it has hetero-
geneous origins, i.e. family, friends, colleagues, and it might (or might not)
take various paths: directly and via intermediaries, towards an initial or a
new goal emerging on the way. Graduates know that “here in Mali”, employ-
ment is la chance and it is provided by le bras long, which is la chance, too. The
following empirical examples show how the length of one’s arm mobilizes
and constrains graduates’ access to employment.

So, the following section is a description of le bras long, its constitution
and its capabilities. With the help of graduates’ knowledge, I am going to
describe what le bras long looks like, what it does with graduates and what
graduates do with it. We will see how graduates take and grow branches.

TAKING branches.
Accepting a branch (Amadou).
Le bras long has been crucial throughout Amadou’s life: his family’s arm

brought him to Bamako for his university studies. Thanks to his aunt and
uncle, who looked after him and provided him with a room in their house, he
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was able to go to university. He lived on his scholarship, bought a moto and
did little jobs from time to time in order to be “a bit independent”. Amadou
also worked at the telephone stall attached to his uncle’s house and later took
over the business. This job was provided by his uncle. Later on, Amadou tried
to set up a cleaning business and reached out to influential people like the
mayor of one of the six communities in Bamako, though none of them could
pay him on time. The network he created for that purpose came into exis-
tence, but its arms remained too short. After some time managing his own
telephone stall with the profits diminishing, he started working at his aun-
tie’s cafeteria. Though he did not earn much, he liked the responsibility and
the fact that he was finally able to return a favor to her. In 2015, Amadou is
back in Segou working at a mediating company affiliated with a well-known
brand company. It is his own business, and he is one of the first in charge of a
business like this in Segou. Initially, it was not his idea, but his other uncle’s,
who lives abroad. He provided Amadou with the capital to start off this new
business.

His family’s arm worked how it was supposed to work according to com-
mon sense knowledge: Amadou received a job at his auntie’s restaurant and
his business was funded by his uncle. That is not a surprise. However, to Ama-
dou, the fact that the bras long worked is la chance. He did not get any money
from the professional contacts he acquired himself, which is no surprise
either. “C’est comme ¢a au Mali”: it is common sense that family helps out
family members — depending on what is accessible to them. You see, Ama-
dou is a lawyer, but his auntie owns a restaurant and not a law firm. Amadou
wants to set up a cleaning business, but his uncle, who is also a businessman,
does not credit Amadou’s idea and instead wants his nephew to execute his
own ideas. In this case, le bras long leads into directions determined by oth-
ers. Grateful, yet, also for the lack of other options, Amadou has to accept the
helping hand.

Switching branches (Simone).

Simone always wanted to be a journalist. Two arms lead her to an internship
at national TV: the family arm of her uncle and the professional arm of her
university professor rewarding her for being one of his best students. She
says her uncle had nothing to do with her getting the internship - unlike
common sense about le bras long would suggest. Today, people at the station
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know and appreciate her journalistic work. In the end though, neither of her
long arms, i.e. her uncle, her professor, colleagues at the TV station were long
enough to get her the contract she wanted. Instead, there was another family
arm pointing to a different employment opportunity:

| have an uncle, who works for the UN. [..] He suggested that | should go see
an Indian businessman. In fact, | sent him my CV and he then sent it to my
current boss. And he was pleased and interested, so he called me. (My trans-
lation, interview, 2015, with Simone, graduated in Law.)

Here, Simone talks about her current job at the International Airport Bama-
ko-Senou. She had learned about the job through her uncle, and he was also
the one to send her CV over. Ultimately, Simone was employed in airline
administration. Though her uncle was involved here, Simone presents it as
the long arm putting her in a favorable position by delivering access to the
information of a job vacancy, as well as access to the hiring person. Simone
switched from one branch to another once her preferred one did not extend
any further.

Swinging from one branch to the next (Madou).

Similarly, Cheick swings from one branch to the next. Cheick (see people)
wanted to do his PhD in physics after his studies. In order to accomplish
that, he needed to go abroad. His parents had the money to pay for the flight,
a history of reliability that convinced the embassy to give him a visa, and a
place to stay in Germany. Madou’s dad used to be a lecturer at that univer-
sity, but he was a linguist. Because Madou wanted to become a physicist, the
long family arm brought him there, but not to the physics department. It
was Madou himself who contacted the physics professor, who then offered
him a scholarship for his doctoral studies. In the end, he was unable to take
advantage of his scholarship and stayed in Mali looking for a job:

Mom gave me that idea saying, ‘Did you talk to your uncle at the company?’
[.] Getting that internship took me more than a year, even though | have
relatives over there. | didn’t even know the person who ultimately decided
to take me as an intern. | was introduced to him when | got there. Also, the
people with whom | work... I didn’t know them. Same with my boss, | didn’t
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know him... he’s a burkinabé. My boss is a burkinabé. (My translation, inter-
view, 2014, with Madou, graduated in Physics.)

Madou’s longarmisa prolonged arm that stretches via his mother to his uncle
to his boss, and it pointed towards a telecommunications agency. At first,
this account seems to present a long arm situation, but not quite, because
there are two facts that Madou presents as unusual: one, it took him so long
to get a job, and two, he received the job even though he did not know the
person who employed him. Had le bras long worked in accordance with his
expectations, he would have received the job instantly. Instead, Madou had
to remain persistent for over a year. In the end, he got the job, not because of
his arm, but because of his enduring effort and a decision made by his boss,
whom he “did not even know” and could not possibly have known, since his
boss “is a burkinabé”. From his emphasis, I conclude that it is unusual to get a
job without having any relatives in the company and that he assumes I think
he received his job because of his uncle. Madou did not get the internship
because of his long arm, which is itself la chance since it usually ensures a job;
Madou got employed anyway.

Reaching a branch (Oumar).

When Oumar was still a kid, his father lost his job as a government official.
Ever since, his family has faced financial problems and has had difficulties
affording their children’s education. During university studies, his best
friend Adama had his back. He also introduced Oumar to the company they
are both working for today:

My friend Adama works over there and sometimes they organize soccer
tournaments, in which their company plays against another company. They
called me and | played. And when they were recruiting new employees, they
called me aswell. That’s how itall happened. (My translation, interview, 2014,
with Oumar, graduated in Economics.)

Adama invited his friend Oumar over to a soccer tournament organized by
his company. Oumar, who used to play for a second league club, accepted the
invitation and obviously impressed them. Initially, he did not apply for a job,
but after the match he received an offer. Consequently, when asked how he
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got the job, Oumar refers to a soccer event and his friendship with Adama -
not to an application or a job interview, for example. It was his friend’s long

arm Oumar was able to reach for.

GROWING branches.
A flourishing branch (Safiatou).

Safiatou kept working at the radio station long after her internship was over.
She made a name for herself; she even had her own radio show and collabo-
rated on various TV projects with other journalists. Just like for Simone, this
professional arm never led to a contracted employment at the station, so, she
decided to get into communications via another professional arm originat-

ing at the TV station:

It all happened because of me. In order to get to national TV, I've had a pro-
fessor who suggested us to go there and get in touch with them. So, | bene-
fited from that and networked for real. After that it was easy for me to get
access to other internships. Voila, that’s how | found myself over there. And
it was the same contacts that got me into the other communications agency.
| played my relations | created at the TV station. It all started with these con-
tacts, and itis because of them that I'm here today. (My translation, interview,

2013, with Safiatou, graduated in English.)

Today, she works for a well-known communication and marketing agency.
Starting off as a private student in journalism, Safiatou received the oppor-
tunity to conduct her internship via a professional long arm. She points out
that she was the one who created a professional network for herself, which
hasbeen beneficial to her ever since. Safiatou “played her relations,” knowing
that the long arm provides access, she put herselfin a position to use it once

it flourished.
A drybranch (Mohamed).

Just like Safiatou did at the radio station, Mohamed worked on his pro-
fessional network during his internship at a bank. He studied economics,
because he thought that this decision might enable him to work both in the
public and the private sector. His parents are on good terms with the univer-
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sity, especially with the faculty of social sciences and languages. His dad was
professor and his mother occasionally cooks at university events. Mohamed
always helped his mom at the restaurant as a supervisor and accountant. He
also received the opportunity for an internship as an accountant at the fac-
ulty of social sciences, as suggested by his mother. He is not getting paid with
money, but with experience, he says. In this case, the long arm of his family
suggested another direction; Mohamed followed and ultimately benefited
from that. He would have preferred to work for a bank in the private sec-
tor, particularly at a bank in the capital where Mohamed did an internship
several years ago. Back then, he did not get a contract, but he is still in touch
with his boss, who promised to find him a job.

People at the bank appreciated me a lot. They wanted me to work there, but
they didn’t have the means to recruit me... This happens via concours, you
know. But the concours, we don’t even talk about that anymore. [..] So, they
want to help me, but they don’t know how. (My translation, interview, 2013,
with Mohamed, graduated in Administration.)

Mohamed extended his professional network by conducting his internship ata
bank. Afterwards, it seemed as if everything was set for him to get employed.:
he worked well, people liked him and wanted to recruit him, but then there was
no official recruitment scheduled, i.e. there was no vacant position he could
apply for. In other words, qualification, effort, and le bras long combined can-
not overcome the fact that there is no job. Within the framework of his intern-
ship, Mohamed grew a professional long arm, which turned out to be dry. At
least for the time being, it is worthless in terms of potential employment, due
to the overall job situation at the bank. Unlike in Safiatou’s case, in which her
self-grown professional long arm in journalism created an opportunity for
them in copy writing, Mohamed’s bras long was not able to achieve that.

Let’s recall:

To Amadou and Simone, le bras long is like a tree with branches attached to
the root and reaching only so far. Other more attractive trees are too far away
for them to reach via the branches they have access to. To Madou, le bras long
allows him to move like Tarzan in the jungle from one vine to the next, which
again provides him with the necessary momentum to reach even further
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towards destinations interesting to him. Oumar is the guy looking around on
the ground and is suddenly being grabbed by a friend swinging on a vine. Each
of them acts in relation to the environment they find themselves in. We see that
le bras long is about the environment and about the person engaging with it.

We saw that family members, friends or colleagues might play a signifi-
cant role in graduates’ entry to the labor market. However, graduates made
sure to emphasize that in their individual case, it was different and the fact
that they had procured jobs was explained by something other than le bras
long. In Madouws, Oumar’s, Simone’s, and Safiatou’s cases, their contacts
were mediators between potential employers and the graduates themselves.
They provided access to information, which in turn facilitated access to the
job, rather than furnishing the job itself. It is striking, though, that neither
of these arms points into directions they would have preferred professionally.

Maybe things would have been different if Amadou, for instance, had not
been willing to execute his uncle’s business idea instead of his own, Madou
switched from physics to marketing, and Safiatou from journalism to copy
writing. They identified these opportunities and, consequently, decided to
work with them.

For some of my informants, le bras long unlocked spaces which otherwise
would have stayed closed or at least unnoticed. Madou’s uncle provided him
with information!, Amadou’s uncle with money, and Oumar’s friend with an
important contact. Le bras long represents the idea of favoring family mem-
bers, especially when it comes to employment distribution. If one member of
a social group gains access to certain kinds of resources, any other member of
that same social group is more likely to be provided with at least the possibil-
ity to access those resources as well — by the means of that very first member.
Le bras long is la chance to those who have it; le bras long reproduces la chance.
Similar to ‘social capital’, le bras long is constituted by both the actual and
potential resources available to the individual (Bourdieu 1983, 190). Gradu-
ates either have a bras long already or they create one of their own themselves.

Up next, we see how Safiatou and Mohamed grow branches of their own,
yet again, with different results. University graduates know about the bras
long and the way it operates (“C’est comme ¢a au Mali“), and yet, every indi-
vidual experiences it differently. There is no single bras long, but each one is

1 For further reading on the nature of exchange networks and its benefits in terms of access
to information see Powell1990.
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different in its constitution, and its function is dependent on both external
circumstances and ways in which individuals engage with it.

Le concours | A case of random selection?

The concours is an official government system of recruitment for public
service — a competition for employment positions — and is equally open to
everyone who has the educational degree required. People who meet certain
qualification criteria compete as they take an exam. Ultimately, people are
selected with reference to their performance.? Yet, the number of those who
pass is determined from the very beginning. This means that the difference
between the results of the last ones who pass and the first ones who fail is
minimal. However, the actual effect of passing or failing a concours produces
permanent and brutal discontinuities (Bourdieu, 1983, 190). For instance,
also somebody who brings up the rear in the concours will receive a life-long
contract in public administration, which comes with a secure monthly salary
and possibilities for promotion. The last one passing will be as privileged as
the first one, the one following the last one though will not have anything —
just like the other thousands of participants.

In October 2016, the Ministry of Labor and Civil Service announced a
concours for civil service in the categories B and C (Walanta 2016). Applicants
for category B are required to have at least a baccalauréat diploma and not
to be older than 35. Applicants for category C need a DEF (diplome d’études
fondamentales) at least and their age needs to be between 18 and 32. Uni-
versity graduates qualify for category A, but at this point in time, there are
no vacant posts for that category. Graduates are, however, free to apply for
categories B and C. In that concours, 230 civil servants will be recruited in
various domains, such as technicians (health, mining, and agriculture), con-
trollers (treasure, finances, customs) and administrators. There is one month
between the announcement and the application deadline, at which point
applications are processed and lists with participants’ names are published.
The actual concours takes place at the end of December. The test consists of a
technical part, a professional part, and a general part, each lasting two hours.

2 Thisisin contrasttothe lottery system, e.g. the green card lottery system (Piot, 2010, chap-
ter three), in which winners or losers are determined by batch. The system of selection is
based purely on hazard.
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According to a grading coefficient, the results of the technical part and the
professional part count three times more than the general part. Applicants
need to achieve a minimum of 10/20 points in order to qualify. Here are some
numbers’ of participation: there were 873 people applying for 30 category C
jobs in administration (Anon 2016). This is thirty people applying for one job.
There were 1,644 people applying for 13 category B jobs in treasury controlling
(Anon 2016). Again, this is 126 people per job. And there were 8,498 applicants
for 10 category B positions in finance controlling (Anon 2016); in other words,
850 people applying for one job. All in all, not a single position corresponds
to a university graduate’s qualification and the ones for which they can apply
count thousands of other applicants.

When I conducted fieldwork in 2011, I visited a concours and most of the
applicants I talked to that day said they only participate in order to able to
say at least they tried — not because they really believe in being chosen. So,
the following section is about university graduates’ experiences with the
concours and their knowledge about how le concours works. Malian univer-
sity graduates know how the concours is supposed to work, but it is com-
mon-sense knowledge that the concours is a pro-forma event and decisions
are made according to the rules of the bras long. It is said that ministers’ and
employees’ kids and friends are preferred by le concours. However, there is
another factor even more significant to the results of the concours: la chance.

La chance intervenes (Mohamed).

Mohamed knows that passing a concours does actually not depend on knowl-
edge:

They ask you questions which are fundamental for a financier. So, ifyou don’t
manage to respond to those... honestly, you shouldn’t even participate in the
concours. [..] But there is another criterion for selection. [..] For example, you
need 100 people, and more than 350 knew (all the answers to your questions).
How are you going to make your selection? That's where la chance intervenes.
[.] The questions asked are simple. That’s how it is with le concours! (My
translation, interview, 2014, with Mohamed, graduated in Administration.)

3 | have chosen these examples because graduates in economics are more likely to apply for
these positions in administration, rather than for positions in nursing or mining.
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Passing the concours depends on la chance, because if you are an economist
and people ask you questions about economics, you will be able to answer
them for sure — and so will any other economist participating in the concours.
Now, if everybody knows the answers to all the questions asked, the distin-
guishing criterion can no longer be the performance in the concours; it has to
be something else, which Mohamed says is la chance. La chance picks the one
who will be employed. Consequently, the distinguishing feature is not the
performance only, but performance plus la chance.

Le braslong intervenes (Boubacar).

Boubacar, an economist, is the only graduate I know, who passed the con-
cours. Several family members — his father, mother, older sister, and one of
his two younger brothers — work in government offices. When Boubacar
started working at the ministry of commerce shortly after his graduation,
people say it was his family connections that put him in this position. In the
following account, I ask for his opinion on that issue:

Susann: So, your parents didn’t help you?

Boubacar: No, no! My parents didn’t help me. They helped me, of course, of
course they helped!

Susann: No. Since they are also working in...

Boubacar: No, no! Not at all. No! We are not in the same domain. And imag-
ine, how many functionaries are there here in Mali? Now, if everybody helped
their children, how could we get out? [..] Your parents can’t do anything for
you. We were more than 1,000, more than 3,000, 4,000 candidates and they
were looking for 5 or 10 people. Imagine the probability of getting le con-
cours. | told myself that maybe, if | have la chance, if God is with me, | can have
the concours. (My translation, interview, 2013, with Boubacar, graduated in
Economics.)

This interview extract is interesting, because there seems to be a difference
between helping and helping. So, let’s get a bit into detail here: Boubacar’s
parents “did not help him, but they did help him. I did not explicitly ask if his
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parents worked on his examination results, or if it is because of them that
he received the government job; I did not ask about le bras long. However, he
instantly understood that this is what I was meaning to ask. His reaction
highlights the common sense of the bras long, which is about parents ensur-
ing their children’s employment. “No, no! Not at all. No!” He insists being
fully aware of the usual assumption about parents putting their children into
civil service. Then he switches saying “they did help me”, which gives credit
to their parenting. He acknowledges their contribution to the fact that he
was in the position to become a civil servant. His parents were the ones to
put him into that position that enabled him to do the rest of it himself. They
helped him in general and throughout his life; but they did not make him
pass. In the conversation, I then try to justify my question and at the same
time I insist: “Since they are also working...”. He quickly interrupts me saying,
that they are not working in the same domain, so they could not have pos-
sibly made him pass. “Tes parents ne peuvent rien pour toi!” — “They cannot
do a thing for you”. He adds some numbers: 1,000 to 4,000 competing for 5
to 10 jobs. Statistically, it is highly improbable to be amongst the five or ten
people that pass. So, even if you do, it is la chance and God. Departing from
the assumption that it might have been his family arm that gave him access
to public administration employment, he introduces me to probability and
statistics and ultimately, to la chance.

THE KNOWN | What they DO know

In Mali, the concours results determine future public service agents; however,
graduates account for the selection process of the concours with reference to
le bras long. Malians know how both systems operate: the bras long puts fam-
ily members first; the concours puts performance first. Yet, there are cases in
which these official rules of le concours, or le bras long do not apply — and still,
they are not perceived as arbitrary. Either way, graduates are not surprised,;
they know how things work in Mali.
Now we know that:

1. Getting employment is la chance.

2. Lebraslong is a way to get employed. Le bras long is la chance.
Le concours is a way to get employed. Passing le concours is la chance. Peo-
ple pass le concours via le bras long. Le bras long is la chance, too.
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KNOWLEDGE: On the absence of la chance

Now we know what graduates in Mali know about getting an employment.
But if employment accounts for the presence of la chance, does that conse-
quently mean that unemployment accounts for the absence of la chance?

Let us look at this by asking the opposite question: what do graduates
know about not getting a job?

L'homme propose, Dieu dispose | Nothing is certain

“Chomme propose, Dieu dispose” (Man proposes, God provides) is a fre-
quently used expression. It highlights the connection between individuals’
efforts and God’s plan, which is unknown to the individual. The underlying
principle of the expression is the recognition of effort; it is about making God
see that man wants something. Now, if God provides in response to what
man asked for in the first place, it is la chance. Most of the situations con-
cerning the long arm and the concours which I have described earlier in this
chapter are situations in which graduates did receive la chance in the form of
employment. However, graduates also know that hard work does not always
pay off. As we are going to see, sometimes God just does not provide — at
least, “differently” or “not yet”.

The difference between God and la chance? That's difficult, but it can be
explained. I'm going to put myselfin the position of all these people now... I'll
say that God provides la chance. God is the programmer. [..] According to reli-
gion, God is the foundation of everything, of la chance, and everything that’s
going to happen to you. Even if I'm going to have a job tomorrow, it’s God’s
plan. God will create the conditions for me to have la chance to get that. (My
translation, interview, 2014, with Amadou, graduated in International Law.)

The difference between God and la chance is not a difficult question to answer
for a believer. As “the creator”, “the provider” and “the programmer”, God
is the “foundation of everything”. Being the “programmer,” God created the
past and the present, just as God knows and will create the future accord-
ingly. Everything that happens is designed and provided by God and so is

la chance. Talking about the origin of la chance, university graduates refer to
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God’s plan in relation to their own.* La chance is an interplay best summa-
rized by the common expression: “Chomme propose, Dieu dispose.” How-
ever, God’s plan is only revealed as it unfolds.

Mohamed, for instance, passed his exams. He says that he did so because
he studied hard, and because “un peu de chance” was granted to him - he
was healthy.

I've been working, so | was given a bit of la chance, hein! | can work, | can even
spendall nightstudying...and | do not pass. God making things right... During
the exams, | might have malaria or get sick... think I'm going to pass? We can’t
control sickness. Voila, this is la chance! I've had la chance to be healthy and
so | made it. (My translation, interview, 2014, with Mohamed, graduated in
Administration.)

Being healthy on exam day was a bit of la chance. “God making things right”
provided him with the conditions enabling him to open up la chance on his

own as he passed the exam. This was preconditioned by his previous studies,
but also by his health. Preparation for the exam is in Mohamed’s control, but

it is God to determine la chance, which is out of his control. He could have

been sick that day, and this would have been out of his control. Being healthy,
though, put him in a position to prove that he studied hard in the first place.
In his account, Mohamed acknowledges that things could have happened

differently. La chance is that all the negative things that could have happened

did not happen and everything worked out as he desired. In this case, the

two driving forces of his success were himself and God. Both were directed

towards the same goal: Mohamed wanted to pass the exam, God approved.

God provides differently: quality.

Sometimes God provides la chance, but differently from what people had
expected. In the following account, Mohamed talks about “God’s plans”:

La chance comes from God. | think that everything is written down already.
Everything that | have to do, the way | have to take... | think everything is well-
traced already. But la chance, that is really what you want... so, pray to God

4 Except for Simone, who is Christian, all of my informants are Muslim.
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for he can give it to you. If he doesn’t, don’t get mad, hein! Because he saves
something even better than that for you. [..] In everything | do right now,
there isimprovement. And | think that maybe we can influence la chance, but
not every la chance. (My translation, interview, 2015, with Mohamed, gradu-
ated in Administration.)

Mohamed says that la chance comes from God. Everything that happens is
predetermined in God’s plan. La chance is what you really want; la chance is
if God provides you with what you have been praying for all along. This also
means that God’s plan and an individual’s wishes do not always coincide. In
that case, it is important for the individual to not get mad, but to trust that
what God provides is even better than what has been wished for, and this
can be good, but not necessarily la chance. However, it is considered la chance
when an individuals’ plan coincides with God’s.

Mohamed wanted to become a successful soccer player, but God provided
something else for him. Though his career as a soccer star did not work out,
everything else he did, such as his career in administration and his wedding
plans, has been rewarded with improvement by God. Mohamed concludes
this thought with the idea that individuals might be able to influence some
kinds of la chance and others not. The difference between these various forms
of la chance remains unclear.

Sometimes God’s plan is different from the one people imagine for
themselves. Here is an example of how God provides “differently”, which
is a different la chance. Mohamed’s father was a hardworking professor at
the University of Bamako, but he never intended to climb up in administra-
tive hierarchy, all he wanted was to teach and research. Now, the research
proposal his father submitted for funding was denied and, yet, without any
intent and effort, he became head of department at the University of Bamako.
God’s plan was different from his own and it did not include research abroad,
but it made him become head of the department. “Chomme propose, Dieu
dispose différentement.” - “Man proposes, God provides.” Mohamed
describes the situation as follows:

La chance will come! It's on God to agree. Because I'm a believer... It's God who
provides la chance. [..] Nobody can do anything when it comes to la chance. It’s
what my dad has been telling me about him not wanting to become the head
of department or the dean or vice-dean. All he wanted was his passion: he
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didn’t need anything else. But he told me that if la chance, if God really wants
him to be the boss... he will have la chance. They almost forced him to become
head of department then. But thisis really what he told us: Don’t do anything,
it’s la chance that... but, me, ’'m being honest withyou: doitand do it rightand
the rest will follow. Voila! (My translation, interview, 2015, with Mohamed,
graduated in Administration.)

La chance will come, if God agrees. La chance is provided by God. Mohamed
frames this as his religious belief. He further confirms this with the example
of his dad becoming the head of the department as a result of God’s plan.
La chance comes just like that. There are two different frames of reference
Mohamed uses: him “being a believer”, saying God only provides la chance
and him “being honest”, saying doing things right leads to la chance. The
frame of “belief” is supported by a story of his father, who did not fight for
a higher position, simply because he did not desire it. Because God wanted
him to be promoted nevertheless, there was nothing he could have done
about it. Mohamed, on the contrary, argues that there is something individ-
uals can do about la chance. Following up on this, I argue that his dad was a
bright, hard-working man, and if this was not the case, nobody would have
wanted him to be in that position and that la chance might not have come if it
was not for his work. Mohamed responds that “Everyone else in the depart-
ment is bright and hard-working, too!” Here again, la chance intervenes as a
difference-maker. There is a mass of people that are perceived to be the same,
then one happens to have la chance, and all of a sudden, that person is dif-
ferent from the others. That person suddenly has an advantage that cannot
be explained by anything but la chance. Everyone is the same, but those who
have la chance are recognized as exceptions.

God does not provide yet: temporality.

What happens if an individual’s and God’s plan do not coincide? Or, put dif-
ferently, what happens to la chance when it is absent? According to Safiatou,
the two will coincide “certainement un jour” — “one day for sure”:

The biggest success in life is not that of finishing studies. That’s only one part
of it. But the most difficult thing is to find yourself a job. Now, finding ajob is
la chance. | believe in God and | say that God gives you la chance of finding one.
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If you don’t find a job... maybe it’s not the right time. So, | suggest to young
people to fight, to not give up and to continue looking for a job. It’ll come
oneday, forsure. Even ifit’s going to be years later. (My translation, interview,
2015, with Safiatou, graduated in English.)

La chance is finding a job, which, along with finishing one’s studies, is one
of the most difficult and biggest successes in life. God provides la chance of
finding a job. Safiatou speaks from the perspective of somebody who found
internships quite easily in the past and is employed today. Nevertheless,
Safiatou knows that finding a job is difficult and that there is the possibility
of not finding one. If that is the case, young people should continue to fight,
try to find a job and be persistent, because “one day” or “years later” they
will find a job “for sure”. In other words, Safiatou does not doubt the exis-
tence of la chance in general, but believes in its temporal absence. She knows
la chance will appear, provided people keep looking, she just does not know
when la chance will appear. What is important when it comes to la chance is
this: effort, God and timing. Individuals are responsible for the effort; God
is responsible for the timing of la chance. If people did not find a job, they do
not find la chance - yet. However, this does not mean that they will never find
ajob.

Just as Safiatou says that la chance will come “one day,” Boubacar argues
along the same lines in referring to la chance “next time”. He is in charge of
the distribution of internships in his ministry and he encourages people to
keep applying. “Maybe you did not have la chance this time, but next time, you
will,” he says.

There are so many people graduating every year. [..] We have to look for peo-
ple we are going to employ. Now, if we don’t take you the first time, don’t get
discouraged. Maybe you did not have la chance this time. Next time, you're
going to have la chance. You have to go and apply again! But the people are
always discouraged saying “it’s because of personal relations and if we don’t
have la chance, if we don’t have parents there, it’s not going to work. (My trans-
lation, interview, 2015, with Boubacar, graduated in Economics.)

La chance is to be chosen for an internship at the Ministry. Boubacar talks
about the situation in which somebody is not chosen to be an intern given
the enormous number of applicants. The reason a person was not chosen is
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because this time, s/he did not have la chance. La chance is “maybe not this
time” but “next time”. He distinguishes between two different times: “this
time” and “next time”: “This time” with no la chance, when the person did not
become an intern, and “next time” when the person will be provided with la
chance and will be taken as an intern. Interestingly, Boubacar speaks from
an insider’s perspective; he decides which interns the Ministry is going to
accept, he knows the criteria according to which he chooses the candidates,
and yet, he refers to la chance — as if it were not up to him to decide, but la
chance. If people are not selected, they get discouraged and they blame le bras
long. This is not going to work, he says. Rather, people should apply again.
Boubacar acknowledges the fact that not everybody will be an intern due to
missing la chance, and not due to missing relations. Note that he does not say
there is no such thing as le bras long; he says that those who blame le bras long
and do not apply again will not get the job. Only those who keep applying
qualify for la chance “next time”. The distinction between “now” and “not now”
is interesting. “Now” is the time in which la chance is absent. Something did
not work out. “Not now” is “next time”, “later” or “one day” is the time of la
chance; it is when something has worked out. In other words, God might not
provide la chance “this time”, but “next time”. This turns the “now”-absent la
chance into a la chance which is “not yet” provided by God. Consequently, the
absence of la chance is not absolute, but temporal.

THE UNKNOWN | What they know they DON'T know

In its absence, la chance has “not yet” come into being in the present and is,
therefore, still to come in the future. La chance might also be present, but in
a “different” shape. La chance continues to exist in its absence. La chance is
not questioned by its absence; it is “protected against induction” (Silverman
1998, 75). The presence of la chance in its absence is a practical accomplish-
ment which contributes to the common-sense knowledge on la chance. As a
result, the absence of la chance is explained by its “different appearance” or
“temporality”.

1. The focus on content presents la chance as subjective, because sometimes la
chance is different from what people expect it to be. Mohamed’s father recog-
nized it was la chance for him to become head of the department, and Madou
decided it was his la chance to start working at the telecommunications com-
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pany. Both had imagined another la chance for themselves. The recognition
of la chance here is a matter of perspective. So, while a graduate might not get
the job he or she wants, they might be able to get another job. In other words,
la chance is not absent; la chance is there, but unrecognized.

2. The focus on time presents circumstances as temporal instead of as abso-
lute givens. Absent la chance is la chance still to come. So, if someone does
not get a job despite all efforts, it is just “not yet”. If la chance depends on
timing, la chance might emerge from its very absence at any point in time —
just that the exact time is unknown. To Ernst Bloch, the notion of “not-yet”
status is essential to hope: “[...] the power of hope as a method rests on a pro-
spective momentum entailed in anticipation of what has not-yet become: ‘a
relatively still Unconscious disposed towards its other side, forwards rather
than backwards. Towards the side of something new that is dawning up that
has never been conscious before [..]"”” (Bloch 1986 in Miyazaki 2006, 14). In
other words, looking at things retrospectively is limited to “what has become”
already. Though by looking at “what has not yet become” opens up spaces for
the future in the present.

Summary.

La chance is an empirical phenomenon university graduates experience and
know about. La chance is knowledge in a sense that it indicates the very inter-
section of what graduates (1) know they know and (2) know they do not know.

Absence and presence co-constitute each other. Absence is recognized
through an idea of something being present, i.e. something used to be there
before, or is supposed to be there, but is not. Jean Paul Sartre notes that
absence has the power to make disappear what is actually present (Bille et. al.
2010, 5). For instance, when a friend does not show up to a meeting, we some-
times forget what is present around us, in other words, the person’s absence
overshadows whatever is present. Similarly, the absence of employment
potentially disguises other activities, or the absence of knowledge about one
thing disguises knowledge about others. However, as much as absence has
the power to disguise presence, it also has the power to create it. “The para-
dox of immateriality”, for instance, describes that in the absence of an object,
an objectification is created, which addresses that very lack (Baudrillard in
Bille et. al. 2010, 10). Research uses this constitutional relationship between
absence and presence when accessing absence through the presence of, for
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instance, materiality, experience, the body, the memory and discourse (Tali
2018, Malmstrém, Bille et al). Analyzing absence in the context of a museum
archive, Tali (2018) says that it “is only through comparison and in refer-
ence to what is present that I can come to analyse these different forms of
absences” (Tali 2018, 2).

Inasimilar manner, analyzing the relationship between absent and present
knowledge among graduates, I put non-knowledge in relation to knowledge.
More specifically, by examining the frequently used expression “Chomme pro-
pose, Dieu dispose”, which accounts for something graduates do not know, yet
knowing they do not know. Through that lens, we were able to see that they
know THAT (fact) something will happen, however, they do not know WHAT
(content) it is and WHEN (temporality) exactly it is going to happen.

We have seen that there are systems of job distribution, which are sup-
posed to work in accordance with different maxims: le bras long favors family
members, le concours employs with reference to performance and ‘'homme
propose, Dieudispose” rewards effort. University graduates know how these
systems are supposed to work, but they also know that these systems do not
work accordingly. The discrepancy between the jobs available and the gradu-
ates applying reached a point at which the criteria set for the distribution of
jobs no longer apply. Graduates know that job distribution works differently:
le bras long does not provide jobs, but it does provide information about jobs.
Le concours employs according to the rules of le bras long. And God provides
some version of what man proposed in the first place.

Simply put, we now know that:

Employment is a result of the presence of la chance. Graduates know that
employment is la chance. Unemployment is a result of the absence of la chance.
In the absence of la chance, la chance is made present.



2 Graduates | Situating La Chance
in Graduates' Everyday Lives.

[We are here]

This chapter focuses on the graduates themselves. The first part portrays
their everyday lives while the second part offers insight into their experi-
ences and questions. I start off with vignettes (a soccer game and a wedding)
connecting the two respective protagonists (Madou and Amadou, Simone
and Safiatou), followed by an introduction of each university graduate’s
short biography and a vignette accounting for an everyday situation. The sec-
ond part presents situations which raise questions for these graduates. The
sections are arranged according to questions highlighting aspects of their
professional and family lives, as well as their temporal dimension, i.e. pres-
ent and future. The key questions here are: What are our graduates’ ques-
tions? What do they know they do not know?

We will see that present-related questions refer to unknowns concerning
dependencies and transitions into new situations, whereas future-related
questions refer to unknowns concerning details about present knowledge
and the consequences of present decision-making.

Investigating situations which raise questions is an entry point to what
graduates know and what they do not know. The focus on everyday situa-
tions in individuals’ lives allows me to relate the known and the unknown
and in doing so elaborate challenges of everyday life. We will see that the
unknown is not the counterpart of the known, but much more a part of it.

Throughout the entire chapter, la chance is absent and, yet, its purpose is
to situate la chance in graduates’ everyday lives.
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PEOPLE

In this first part of the chapter, I will present four graduates. I start off with
the vignette “the wedding”, which presents and connects Safi and Simone.
Safi getting married and Simone facilitating for her. I will then introduce
both of them properly by giving some background information on their fam-
ily and their education. I end this part with a vignette that describes each of
them individually in an everyday situation in the now. Safi at home with her
kid right after work and before preparing dinner, and Simone in her car on
an errand for purchasing a business dress.

I continue with a vignette of a soccer match which connects Madou and
Amadou. Madou is playing on the field having fun and Amadou is on the
sidelines analyzing the game. They are cousins and live in the same house-
hold in Bamako. Here too, I will introduce them properly by providing some
details about their family and educational backgrounds, before closing with
vignettes of Madou and Amadou in everyday situations at their workplace.

[MAP]

VIGNETTE: the wedding.
It’s a Saturday in 2014 when Safi and Abdoul get married. Around 2 pm, I
meet the girls in ACI2000 at an American style beauty parlor. Safi is already
wearing her white wedding dress, her hair is done and she is waiting to have
her make- up applied. Simone, her best friend, is running around the parlor,
answering and making phone calls with both her two phones and Safi’s two
phones. There is another friend of Safi’s from Mauritania and an older lady
who is observing the scene with a serious air.

Iwould find out later that this is the woman who is going to introduce Safi
to the secrets of love and marriage. “There is TV and internet, so it’s not like
we have no idea, but, you know, this is our tradition”, Safi jokes some days
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after the wedding. Right now, Safi does not have time for anything. However,
she’s not busy, but calm and seems to be in her own world and just lets things
happen. All of a sudden, she realizes she forgot to buy a white veil. Her facial
expression changes from relaxed to eyes opened wide and eye brows up high.
Simone takes care of this: one phone call and thirty minutes later a guy on
a moto arrives carrying a white plastic bag with three different veils inside.
Safi chooses the most transparent one, because obviously she is not getting
her hair styled for no one to see it, she says. Her face is now covered in a mask
of whitening make-up. Her eyes are silver; her lip gloss is shiny. Her dress is
white and made out of heavy high-quality fabric. European style. The corset
covers her pregnancy belly and pushes up her breasts. She’s wearing a gigan-
tic silver bracelet with about fifty white pearls attached to it. She’s decently
accessorized with a white brooch attached to her hair, white pearl studs and
asilver bracelet around her wrist.

She’s standing there and everything around her is fast and busy; we pause for
asecond to look at her. “Ma cherie, il faut pas pleurer dehh!” —“Honey, you're
not going to cry, huh!” Simone is joking with a raised index finger and a seri-
ous face. Safi’s eyes fill with tears. “Tu es maquillée!” —“You've got make up
on!”, Simone exhales and gives her a long hug. “Ce sont les emotions!” —“It’s
emotions!”, Simone later explains to me.

It’s getting even noisier now: Abdoul arrives. He looks like a great marabout
in his gigantic white Boubou and his long white cylinder hat. We take some
pictures; he’s laughing and teasing as usual. Everyone is busy dressing up,
so it’s just the two of us going outside and looking at the car he parked at the
back of the parlor to benefit from the shade. It is a white and shiny 2001 SUV
Mercedes-Benz from 2001. There are some colorful, glittery flowers in blue,
red and pink attached to it. “It’s got air-conditioning, so we won’t be sweaty
by the time we arrive at the mayor’s office”, Abdoul tells me. But first, they
are off for a photo session in front of a small hotel in ACI2000. The couple
poses in front of green trees and bushes. First some couple shots, then one
with mom and grandma and the other grandma and auntie and all of them
together and friends. Quick quick. We don’t even waste ten minutes at that
spot. Safi and Abdoul climb back into their car.

Arriving at her family’s house “la maison de la grande famille” in Missira,
Safi sits next to her mom and grandma; they’re preciously embedded in the
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female wedding society and balloons and artificial flowers. It’s about 16h45
when Abdoul arrives to pick up his very-soon to-be wife. The house is about
500 meters away from the mayor’s office, so the whole crowd heads off on foot.
On the street, of course. No one minds the traffic; the traffic doesn’t mind
us. No one seems to be in a hurry and no one seems to care. “Le dimanche
a Bamako, c’est le jour de marriage” — “Sunday in Bamako is wedding day”.
There are weddings all over the city. Men sit outside under a plastic tent on
blue metal chairs. They all wear bazin boubous of various qualities in discreet
colors. The women, in colorful bazin dresses and huge fulas on their heads,
sit in the house’s courtyard on their blue metal chairs. In front of the may-
or’s office, there is a huge crowd waiting. Some of them belong to Safi’s and
Abdoul’s company, but half of them is waiting for another couple to appear.
Safi and her future husband go in. I stay outside and talk to a close friend of
Safi‘s, ajournalist. He’s proud of her and that she is doing everything right.

As they emerge from the mayor’s office about thirty minutes later, they
are holding hands. Everyone wants to take a picture with the newlyweds
now. The guys tap Abdoul’s back and he doesn’t even know from whom he is
receiving all those congratulations. Beads of perspiration cover his forehead.
Saft’s face looks tired, but she’s smiling. (Field notes, August 2013.)

SAFIATOU

Safiatou (born 1989) is bamakoise — born and raised in Bamako. Her father is
a businessman and her mother travels all over the world for an international
network-marketing company. She has two older brothers; one is working at
the American embassy, the other one is a loafer, she says, and is employed
at the ministry of environment in Bamako. Her younger brother is still in
school. In her family, Safiatou is the first one with a university degree. In fact,
she’s got four. She adores writing, exploring new things, traveling, being
on the move. “So do journalists”, she says. Universities in Mali do not offer
journalism as a subject of study, neither public nor private. That is why she
decided to study English at the University of Bamako as well as Communica-
tion/Marketing at one of the best and most expensive private universities in
the capital. Convinced of her talents, one of her teachers provided Safiatou
a two-week internship at the state broadcasting station ORTM. After that
time, she voluntarily kept working at the station, got in touch with journal-
ists, benefited from their experience and started her own show on the radio
about culture and fashion. After receiving two bachelor degrees in Mali, she
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moved to Casablanca, Morocco another two masters studies in Communi-
cation/Multimedia and Journalism at the French Institute of Press. In her
free time, she has been working for radio stations in Morocco and Mali. It
was tough to meet the high demands of the Moroccan educational system
and also to encounter daily racism in Casablanca, but nevertheless worth the
effort, she reflects. Safiatou is convinced that she has gained a better educa-
tion than the majority of her former fellow students; a better qualification for
the Malian labor market and a head full of ideas for innovation.

In 2013, she marries Abdoul, a 25-year-old Malian, who just finished his
studies in economics at a university in France. One of her former colleagues
introduced them. Shortly after, they email and have Skype calls every day,
before deciding to get married. “On était pressé!” — “We couldn’t wait,” she
explains with a smile on her face. They marry religiously on the 20" day of
Ramadan, which is said to provide special blessing. At the civil registry office,
they register their marriage as monogamous, because they are convinced
that their love is unique. Since she became responsible for her husband, his
family, and herself, her life changed; no more clubbing with the girls.

VIGNETTE: At home.

| knock at the mint metal yard gate and shout the boy‘s name “Abdraha-
mane!” He opens the door after quite some time and tells me that Safi is
upstairs. She always is. | enter the house, everything is dark in the basement,
| take the steps. | take off my flip-flops as | enter the living room. Safi and
Abdoul are sitting on a white leather couch facing the TV. TM2 is on, but
they do not look as if they have been watching consciously. They hang out
snuggling, they look tired and blessed. First thing she does after welcoming
me to their home is to lead me to their bedroom where the baby is sleeping.
The room is about 25 square meters, no windows, a door that leads to the
bathroom. The walls are painted pale blue. Two tubular fluorescent lamps
thatshed blue light onto the scene. There is a king-size double bed right next
to the entrance door, there is a huge wardrobe in front, a bassinet fills the
empty corner on the left. The small corridor to the bathroom is filled with
shoes and DVDs. Bakary is bedded like a little treasure in the middle of the
mattress on a couple of baby blankets; two tablets lie on the very edge of the
bed. The