
Types and Cases 

Itfhen in/omen Have to Sell 
their Bodies: 

Migrant iVorkers in Abidjan 

m Andre Jacques 

The road from the former co lonia l town o f G ran Bassam, now ru ined , passes through mag
nif icent plantations of pa lm trees, and as you enter Abid jan you can admire the stately 
avenues and mode rn lay-out o f the 'Plateau' district. But, i f you let your curiosity lead you 
further, beyond the Ho te l Ivoire, which is said to consume by itself as m u c h electricity as the 
whole o f U p p e r Vo l ta , i f you venture as far as Koumassi , then you wil l discover the other 
side o f the picture: there 250,000 people are rott ing i n the squalour o f an immense shanty 
town. 

Ab id jan began its meteor ic progress i n 1950 
and is today Afr ica 's s ixth largest port . In 1955, 
with a popu la t i on o f 125,000, prost i tut ion was 
already so wel l established that it became the 
object o f an enquiry by the F r ench ethnologist 
and film-maker Jean R o u c h and E d o u a r d 
Bernus o f the F r ench Institute o f B lack Afr ica. 

Thus f rom the beg inn ing prost i tut ion has 
been there as the other side o f the picture . 
T h e p rov id ing o f physical pleasures has gone 
with a f o rm o f explo i tat ion wh ich is part icu
larly dangerous for thousands o f women , most 
o f them fore ign, who fa i l ing any alternative 
have been drawn into the 'profess ion ' . 

Itis Intarnational M a n i l i 



A n inqu i ry ascertained that there were five 
categories o f prostitutes : 

* Dioulas, who were often marke twomen, 

•A" Nigerians l i v ing as courtesans, 

* y o u n g Ivory Coast w o m e n , who asked for 
gifts rather than m o n e y for their services, a n d 
were l iv ing u n d e r the authori ty o f an o lde r 
w o m a n , 

* professionals, f requent ing bars and n ight 
spots, 

* a n d finally, the most impor tan t category, 
made up o f Ghana ians a n d Niger ians , the so 
ca l led 'Toutous'. 

Those b e l o n g i n g to this category occupy whole 
streets a n d work o n their account . Eighty-five 
percent o f t h e m are between 20 a n d 40 years 
o l d a n d three quarters o f them are marr ied . 
Mos t o f t h e m have c h i l d r e n . O b l i g e d to sell 
thei r bodies i n o rder to survive, they attempt 
to organize themselves together so as to be 
able to keep up some their social dignity. 

T h e y declare that they are d o i n g a real , special 
a n d dangerous j o b , a n d they are often d o i n g it 
to pay off a family debt, o r to keep their family 
o r to be able to r e tu rn h o m e after some t ime 
wi th some savings. T h e i r president puts it l ike 
this: 'We have left o u r native l and a n d come to 
the Ivory Coast i n search o f money. T h e work 
we do is tough a n d demanding . . . . ' - hence 
their de t e rmina t ion to keep prices h i g h so as 
to make it wor th their whi le to r u n the risks 
involved. 

In 1971 a further i nqu i ry drew at tent ion to 
the fact that the n u m b e r o f w o m e n f r o m the 
Ivory Coast was increasing. 

* 41.9 % o f the prostitutes f rom outside 
the Ivory Coast are Protestant i n o r i g in . 
(38.1% are Ca tho l i c i n or ig in . ) 

* T h e y have a clear objective, after having 
achieved it, they i n t end to give up their work 
and re turn h o m e : 

36 % — to acquire a business 
13 % - to buy a sewing mach ine 
9 % - to get mar r i ed . 

W e can thus see that m o r e than ha l f o f t hem 
genuine ly in t end to re turn home . B u t - and i n 
this respect their lot is the same as that o f 
i nnumerab le migrant workers - 43 % o f them 
d o no t manage to save. Those who do make 
money out o f their b e i n g there are the land
lords o f the premises they use. A n o t h e r indica
t i on o f the risks that they are exposed to is the 
spectacular increase i n venereal disease. In 
1977 32,000 cases were no t ed (cf. C l a u d i n e 
V i d a l , Guer re des Sexes a A b i d j a n , i n Cahiers 
d'Etudes Africaines, N o . 65) . 

Source: Trans la ted f rom the F r e n c h by the 
Language Service, World Council of Churches, 
Geneva, Switzerland. 

If we examine the results o f these inquires 
m o r e closely, two facts attract o u r at tent ion : 

Woman in Aefhn 2 ft 3 / 9 3 


