Review of Congo-Paris - Transactional Traders on the Margins of the Law


As I consider it a primarily academic text, much of this review will focus on an evaluation of the key ideas of the book. Clearly, the book makes frequent use of subject-specific vocabulary and references a wide variety of ideas from other sociological and anthropological works. This probably means that the book would be quite inaccessible to the general reader, although examples of the ingenuity of the traders and some of the more narrative descriptions of their activities could prove interesting as human-interest pieces.


If we are to evaluate the book against its stated goals, then it seems reasonable to view it as a success. Identifying the lack of writing on 'second economy trade', MacGaffey & Bazenguissa-Ganga modestly state that their work "is intended to make a start on filling this gap in our knowledge" (p.172). As a descriptive piece, Congo-Paris seems a sound work of anthropology. The observations of the traders are interesting, insightful and illustrate some of the wider ideas suggested by MacGaffey & Bazenguissa-Ganga well. However, it is with these wider ideas that an evaluation should be more critical.


MacGaffey & Bazenguissa-Ganga suggest at various points throughout the book that as well as being capable of independent agency, the individuals studied are constrained by broader national, or even global, processes. This assertion seems plausible, but it seems logical that some research and analysis of these national or global processes should follow their discussion. Obviously, to discuss at length globalisation and other such issues would require the book to have a ludicrously broad scope, but similarly, it seems insufficient to make passing references to what is a complex, dynamic issue.


The methodology adopted by MacGaffey & Bazenguissa-Ganga is also an interesting point of evaluation. If the book is intended as a descriptive set of human narratives, then the twenty respondents interview seem to form an adequate knowledge base. Yet, the authors attempt more than simple description, and therefore their methodology needs to be of greater rigour. One possible point of criticism could be the way they gain information from their interviews. They argue that researcher 

influence is kept to a minimum by allowing the subjects to speak most in conversations. This is fair, but could it not be argued that by devising a "systematic set of questions" (p.24) with which to categorise the work, they are simply imposing their own framework of meaning retrospectively? They also argue that a qualitative approach is the best way of understanding the fragmented reality of the trader, lacking, as it does, structure and temporal stability. However, this is in some ways a 

self-justifying assertion, in that a qualitative approach is more likely to produce a fragmented, agency-centred view, ignoring underlying structures that might become apparent in a quantitative study. I would suggest that a better-grounded body of sociological research could be produced by combining the research conducted with a more quantitative analysis, although in fairness to MacGaffey & Bazenguissa-Ganga, it is unclear what form this research would take, given the problems presented by the subject matter.

Another point of criticism I see as important is how the authors idealise their subjects. In making frequent reference to the work of Paul Willis, they also invite some of the same criticism he received. Willis was criticised by some sociologists as viewing his 'juvenile delinquent' subjects through 'rose-tinted spectacles', in that while championing their rejection of an oppressive, restrictive state system, as he saw it, he turned a blind-eye towards their more unsavoury tendencies, such as racism, homophobia and violence. MacGaffey & Bazenguissa-Ganga stress at great length ingenuity and tenacity of the traders, and indeed these are commendable virtues, but they seem to skirt very quickly around issues such as the traders participation in the drug trade. I would contend that the moral indifference of the traders as regards to trading in potentially very harmful illegal substances demonstrates that the researchers have, to some extent, 'gone native' and thus blind-sided to some important areas of analysis, such as questioning whether the traders themselves sometimes function as an exploitative class. Similarly, they seem to view many of the trader’s actions as unique phenomena, but also draw parallel with the more personalised aspects of trade in Western society. If such a comparison can be made so easily, are the traders activities so unique and worthy of specific study?

To conclude, Congo-Paris provides a worthwhile view of a significant group of people, and suggests, building on the work of others, various ideas which help explain their behaviour. However, it, in parts, lacks some attributes that would make the work more valid as a work of sociological research or theory.

