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TERMINOLOGY

African immigrant community includes all migrants from the continent of Africa, and these
include green card holders, refugees, asylees, and individuals who have overstayed their visas and
have been called undocumented or illegal.

The functional literacy perspective, most often associated with the United Nations
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), holds that an increase in literacy skills
will result in raised productivity levels and profits, and is the impetus for national development,
modernization, and social transformations as a means to enhance civic consciousness, accelerated
national socio-economic development, and social cohesion (Egbo, 2000).

Hair braiding originated in Africa and is predominantly an African beauty and art form used
to decorate and design hair. Girls learn how to braid hair by watching adults and by trying it on
their friends. It is an art form with specific styles for various occasions including, but not limited
to, weddings, child naming ceremonies, etc. The style and length of the braid is a statement

and sometimes a signal of one’s status, age group, and/or association. In the United States, and
particularly in New York City, the styles are more about individual choice, and desire that are an
integral part of the designer as well as the wearer’s decision.

The Informal Economy, while a clear definition is difficult to provide, is generally thought to
include all economic activities, including the production of goods and services for either monetary
or barter transactions, that would generally be taxable if reported to the state (Hart, 1973; De
Soto, 1989). Jobs in the informal economy are often risky and come with very little job security,
and women comprise the majority of workers in the informal economy (Jiitting et al. 2009). The
informal economy is not limited to a few industries, but include activities such as picking trash

for re-sale or collecting bottles, to a diversified consumer services’ sector, such as street vending,
gourmet food stores, specialty boutiques, custom-made clothing shops, hand laundries, (Sassen-
Koob, 1987) and as will be discussed in this report specifically, hair braiding salons. In addition,
informal enterprises essentially behave like enterprises in the formal economy, and as such cluster
along geographic lines with active channels for business transactions, communications, and labor
markets, all facing common opportunities and threats (Losby et al., 2002: 26). It is estimated that
the informal economy in the United States is approximately 8.8 to 10 percent of the Gross National
Product (Mattera, 1985; Schneider, 2002).

Networks are the ties between individuals, groups of individuals, and/or organizations.
Where standard data generation looks at data as a list of columns of items or observations along
with properties and values, network analysis looks at the ties between the above entities and are
formed by sharing a common interest, such as ties between kinship, language, cultural, national
or economic ties (Bender-deMoll 2008).



INTRODUCTION

On a casual stroll down 125™ Street in

Harlem, one sees hair braiding salons with
interesting names like Fanta, and decorated
with beautifully braided hairs. Many of these
salons after salon crowded with African
women soliciting customers for hair braiding.
Regardless of the salon, day of the week,
braider’s nationality, or potential customer’s
race, the solicitation strategy appears to consist
of the same three English words, “Hair braid
miss?” The women working in these salons
are among the fastest growing immigrant
population in New York City. The New York
City 2000 Census indicates the demographics
of sub-Saharan African immigrant population
increased from 53,710 to 122,425 in the

decade between 1990 and 2000 (Mayor’s
Office of Immigrant Affairs (MOIA), 2006).
However African Immigrant community based
organizations and community leaders believe
the , population of African immigrants to be
four times higher than the numbers reported
in the official Census. If this is accurate,
approximately 450,000 unauthorized African
immigrants were residing in New York City in
2000. Typically, the migration of African to
the United States based on the recent Census
data indicate that most come from larger cities,
have a formal educational background, speak
English, and thus tend to hold higher paying
employment positions upon their relocation.
However, a recent migration of individuals
from the continent include populations with
less formal schooling, and limited English
proficiency relocating from a non-English
speaking nation (French, Arabic, and or
Portuguese) , and occupy employment positions
in the informal, low-wage earning industries
with little job security (Roberts, 2005). As
African women increasingly immigrate to the

United States, their primary goal upon arrival
is employment.

Recognizing a rising immigration population,
specifically those who have stayed their visas
in New York City, Mayor Michael Bloomberg
passed Executive Order #41 in 2003 that states
immigrants are entitled to receive services
confidentially, eliminating the requirement

to divulge immigration status (MOIA, 2006).
While this Order grants access to public school
education at the primary and secondary levels
and public library services, a location likely

to hold adult literacy and other educational
programes, it does little community outreach

to New York City’s diverse adult immigrant
populations. Responding to this limitation, in
October 2006 Mayor Bloomberg announced
the creation of the Office of Adult Education.
He states that “improving the literacy and
language skills of New Yorkers — both young
and old — is critical to community development
and the City’s future prosperity” (MOIA, 2006).
The establishment of the New York City Office
of Adult Education supports the notion that

an increase in learning will benefit all who
participate, yet the programs are too recent to
assess their impact.



This preliminary study, the first of two, provides
data to assess the impact of these programs,
and to guide the development of programs

to assist women in their transition to a new
home. Specifically, this report focuses on
access to English as a second language (ESL)
programs that, according to the functional
literacy model often associated with the United
Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO), will ultimately
empower immigrant women to pursue work
opportunities and careers outside of the
informal economy. Our research found that
there are five dominant barriers to accessing
English as a second language (ESL) programs

provided through the programs above and
elsewhere: Time is money; legal status;
cultural expectations; socialized identity; and,
social networks. To date, there has been little
research on the growing population of African
immigrants working in informal economies
in New York City. As women increasingly
immigrate to join their husbands or to

pursue their own economic self sufficiency,
understanding their experiences in a new
country would be a positive contribution

to policymakers, non-profits working with
immigrant communities, scholars and
researchers.



1. AFRICAN IMMIGRANTS
IN THE UNITED STATES

One of the most important political variables
affecting all immigrants is the ability to gain
entrance into a country and the policies
determining under what circumstances they
are able to remain. This portion of the paper
provides a brief overview of immigration policy
in the United States as it pertains to African
immigrants.

1.1 AFRICAN MIGRATION
TO THE UNITED STATES

Africans have been immigrating to the United
States for centuries, but after the passing of the
1964s civil rights act, the number of black, sub-
Saharan Africans began to increase (Gordon,
1998). Prior to this point, migration from Africa
to the United States was severely restricted
coupled with many African nations were

still being ruled by the colonial governments
(French, and Britain) French colonial rule and
following World War II the French government
heavily recruited workers from their colonies.
As western European economies declined,
governments tightened their immigration laws
just as the United States government began to
loosen its policies.

The 1965 Immigration Act expanded the
number of visas granted to African nations.
Additionally, this act sought to strengthen
provisions to reunify families, made legal
citizenship for immigrant children born in the
United States an option, and the United States
Department of Labor issued visas outside the
federal quotas for certain skills (Arthur, 2000).
Each of these increased immigration appeal and
possibility for African citizens.

In the following decade, the United States saw
a growth of African immigrants from Ghana,
Nigeria and Liberia, while their Francophone
counterparts were still attempting immigration
to France. In the mid-1990s, 14 countries

in Africa’s “Franc Zone” experienced a 50%
decrease in the value of their currency. This,
compounded with the tightening French
immigration laws, led to the movement

of Francophone western Africans to the

United States. Initially, most western African
immigrants were from Senegal, but they were
soon joined by counterparts from Mali, Guinea,
and Cote d’Ivoire (Daff, 2002). By 2000, the
US Census Bureau indicated 50% of the African
immigrants in New York City self-identified as
being born in a western African nation.

The increase in immigrants without documents
has attracted national attention and resulted
in an amendment to the 1965 Immigration
Act. In 1976, the Act was altered to prevent
United States-born children of undocumented
immigrants from filing for legal citizenship until
they reached age 20. However, by the 1990s,
approximately two million undocumented
immigrants, most of who had been in the
United States since 1982, received amnesty
and resident alien status. This created the first
surge of African women immigrating to join
their husbands who had newly acquired legal
residency status. In addition, the United States
changed its definition of refugee to match that
of the United Nations (Arthur, 2000). Under
the Refugee Act of 1980, 50,000 additional
annual visas were offered to those meeting

the requirements of the new definition (Diouf-
Kamara, 1997). This opened considerable
possibilities for African citizens from countries
with low-level civil conflict looking to flee their
home countries.



With a continued increase in the African
immigrant population in the US, the 1986
Immigration Reform and Control Act

(ICRA) sought to curb illegal immigration by
imposing fines on employers who knowingly
hired undocumented labor (Arthur, 2000,
Stewart, 1993). However, this law did not slow
undocumented immigration as anticipated,
but instead forced this community, particularly
women, to find employment in the informal
economy.

1.2 ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES
FOR NYC’S AFRICAN IMMIGRANT

COMMUNITY

While many Africans immigrate to flee from
political or civil unrest, the most commonly
reported reasons why Africans immigrate

to the United States is for economic and
educational opportunities (Arthur, 2000).
Many West African women immigrate to join
their husbands once they obtain legal residency
papers and landed secure employment in a
formal economic sector. Upon arrival to the
US, these new migrants remain undocumented,
yet their first goal is to find a job and earn

an income for her own well being and to
contribute to the household expenditures.
Responding quickly to a new environment with
few resources and lack of legal status, women
invoke necessity-entrepreneurship as opposed
to opportunity-entrepreneurship, leaving little
room for economic growth, or what Joseph
Schumpeter claims, to “reform or revolutionize
the pattern of production” (Schumpeter, 1974:
132, quoted in Newland & Tanaka, 2010: 4).

One of the most immediate work opportunities
a West African woman will find is in the hair
braiding industry, which has continued to grow

since the Afro-centrism movement of the 1980s.

Many women learn to braid hair in their home

countries as young girls and are quickly able

to translate the skill into employment where
they can earn approximately one hundred
dollars per hair-do (each hair braiding takes
between four to eight hours on the average): an
average annual salary of $20,000 (Daff, 2002).
As the first Francophone western Africans

to immigrate in large numbers to the United
States, Senegalese women were an integral part
of the revitalization of the hair braiding industry
through the creation of new elaborate styles
from their home country (Diouf-Kamara, 1997).
Like most informal micro-enterprises, the

hair braiding industry works much like formal
micro-enterprises where competing salons
cluster along geographical lines, creating active
channels for competitive business, transactions,
communication, and fostering strong labor
markets. However, due to barriers to growth
and eventual formalization, women in these
markets become increasingly entrenched and
dependent on this unstable form of income.
One such barrier is language.




2. RESEARCH DESIGN

The research site consisted of African
hair braiding salons located along the 125"
Street business corridor in Harlem. There were
at least 16 African hair braiding salons along
125™ Street between St. Nicolas Ave down to
Park Avenue and Morningside Avenue from
which informants were drawn and observations
made. A wide parameter from which data
were generated allowed for a rich analysis
juxtaposing economic practices, national
backgrounds, and personal perspectives. The
125™ Street business corridor was selected
because of the researcher’s familiarity with the
area and the high density of salons located in a
seven-block region.

2.1 SAMPLE

This research used snowball selection to
identify informants. Snowball sampling consists
of locating one or more individuals who

then recommend other individuals as likely
participants for the study (Bernard, 2002). This
method is useful when dealing with a relatively
small or difficult to access population such as
African hair braiders (Bernard, 2002). However,
participants in this study were reluctant to

offer names and contact information for other
participants despite their support of the project.
The research assumed this might be a result

of a competitive economic market and a fear

of losing a customer to another hair braider.
This is explored further in the limitations and
findings sections of this paper.

The selection resulted in nine total participants:
eight African immigrant women currently
working as hair braiders in New York City and
one African immigrant woman who formerly
worked as a hair braider in Ann Arbor,
Michigan. The eight women living and working

in New York City are all currently employed

as hair braiders. They all live in the Bronx, but
work in Manhattan, and they all immigrated

to the United States between 1998 and 2001 to
reunite with their husbands. The women are all
Muslim and all but one has at least two children.
The youngest informant is only 19 years old.
She is not married and has no children, but
indicates she will be ready to have children by
age 21. The one informant living in Ann Arbor,
Michigan immigrated to the United States in
the late 1990s from Guinea. She immigrated to
reunite with her husband and worked in a hair
braiding salon upon her arrival. She is currently
unemployed while she provides childcare for
her children. Interviews with this informant
are included because this was the sole instance
where there was access to a braider outside

the hair salon environments (Appendix A). To
protect the identity of individual participants as
well as the salons that employ them, all names
were coded and changed in this document.

2.2 METHODOLOGY

A variety of empirical methods were used in this
study, such as semi-structured and informal
interviews as well as participant and non-
participant observation to generate data from
the braiders and their work environments.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted in
English and French. English was the primary
language used because it was the language

with which the researcher was most fluent.
This allowed for informal assessment of each
participant’s oral proficiency in the language.
When clarification and comprehension issues
arose, French was used to supplement. Three
interviews were conducted solely in French due
to the limited English language proficiency of
the participants. Eight of the nine interviews
were conducted from inside three salons along
125" Street (see below). In keeping with the



ideological literacy model framework, the
questions generated for the semi-structured
interviews were meant to be a guideline to
ensure certain topics were covered if they did
not arise organically. A questionnaire was
utilized (Appendix B) during the interview to
aid in data generation when working with non-
literate informants such as many of the hair
braiders (Bernard, 2002). Closed questions
were used to collect variables such as familial
demographics, country of birth, and native
language. However, the researcher was sensitive
to the diversity of cultures within the sample
and the historical multiplicity represented.
Thus, the interview schedule combined closed
questions with more open-ended questions for
clarification. Informal interviews were used with
informants with whom even less access was
granted.

A total of 60 hours were spent conducting
participant and non-participant observation.
The non-participant observations were
conducted by traversing the 125" Street
business corridor on foot and by bus. These
observations sought to gauge different

salon hours of operation, customer volume
throughout the day, and number of hair
braiders soliciting customers at given points in
a day. This non-participant observation aided
in the selection of the three salons used for
participant observation.

The 14 hours of participant observation were
divided between Essence African Hair Braiding
(Essence), Kaale’s African Hair Braiding
(Kaale’s), and Kindness African Hair Braiding
Center (Kindness). Eight hours were spent
observing at Essence. It was initially selected
because it was the place of employment for

a potential study participant. After an initial
visit, the site was utilized due to the national

diversity represented among the braiders.

Four hours were spent at Kaale’s. This site

was selected for participant observation and
interviews based on the observed dynamics

of the braiders while they solicited customers
from outside the salon. The women often sat

in divided groups not speaking to each other
versus other salons, which appeared to be more
communal. The final salon used for participant
observation, Kindness, was selected because

it was open and crowded at every hour non-
participant observation was conducted. When
all other salons were closed, Kindness was open
with at least five women soliciting customers
from behind the front window. Two hours were
spent at Kindness in participant observation
(Appendix C).

2.3 RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY

DeWalt and DeWalt (2002) define reliability

as the ability to reproduce results using the
same methods under somewhat different
circumstances. This is difficult to achieve in
ethnographic research and particularly with
participant observation because the goal is to
achieve a different experience and story with
each observation. The circumstances under
which an observation is made and the presence
of varying individuals including the researcher
inevitably alter the outcomes of data generation.
Despite this, there was careful documentation
and reporting of methodological choices,
outlining how observations were made, under
what circumstances they were made, and how
they were recorded and analyzed, all of which
will ensure that the research can be duplicated,
resulting in similar themes and generalizations.

DeWalt and DeWalt (2002) define validity as
the extent to which the methods used result

in an accurate depiction of reality. This study
used interviews and participant observation to



triangulate the data generated. What informants
said was matched against responses from other
informants as well as observation notes taken
by the researcher. However, great concern was
taken to ensure that variations in informant
responses were not easily discarded as invalid,
but accepted and analyzed as varying individual
experiences.

2.4 DATA ANALYSIS

The analysis began with a review of the initial
proposal and then a rereading of all the data.
Bernard (2002) suggests most data analysis
is about how variables and properties of
things relate to one another. The data was

AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF HAIR BRAIDING SALON WORKERS IN HARLEM

analyzed inductively, to generate statements
of relationship, and deductively, to test
working relationship hypotheses (LeCompte
& Preissle, 2003). A basic analysis searched
for endemic categories and concepts from the
interview responses and observations. Some
categories arose as the interview process

was underway, thus questions were added

to obtain more information as the interview
schedule proceeded. Ultimately, the themes
generated were guided by previous literature
and compared against informant responses.
Most important was how the participants
identified and labeled their realities (McLaren &
Lankshear, 1993).

8



3. RESULTS

Five themes emerged as key barriers to

English language educational participation
from this pilot study: time, legal status,
cultural expectations, socialized identities,

and networks. While each will be discussed
categorically in this section, the intention is not
to suggest that they exist in isolation. Rather,
each of these themes was part of and consisted
of many layers of interrelated variables.

3.1 TIME IS MONEY

When analyzing data to determine why the
informants are not participating in adult
literacy and educational programming, ‘time’
was probably the most obvious observation

and most commonly reported explanation. The
women divided their days into time for work
and time for household obligations, which
begged the question, “when is the best time for
a program?” Most of the women interviewed
indicated that they work at least an eight-

hour day at least six days a week. Moreover,

the braiders pointed out that if a customer
called to make an appointment, they came in
earlier, stayed later, or came in on a day off.
This increased the hours of work, but did not
guarantee an increase in money earned per hour
worked. Many of the hours spent working were
only attempts to solicit customers, not actually
braiding for pay. With so many hours devoted
to an unreliable and inconsistent income, the
braiders revealed a concern about taking time
away from their hours at the salon to attend an
educational program, and asked if they would
be paid for the interview. Each braider paid the
salon owner a monthly chair fee and then it was
up to the braider to break even or make a profit.
Too much time away from the salon could result
in an earnings loss.

It was difficult to assess the average pay a
braider earned in a day or a week. Each price
was negotiated in private with each new
customer and there was never discussion
about payment received among the braiders.
The researcher was privy to the negotiated
price of three customers. One customer sought
braids with hair extensions that took six hours.
She paid seventy dollars. Another customer
negotiated thirty-five dollars to have half of
her hair braided using her own hair. The hair
braider offered a starting price of seventy
dollars, but agreed to come down. This service
took approximately three hours. A third
customer spent two hours having her natural
hair braided in cornrows, said to be the easiest
and fastest style, for forty dollars. None of the
participants answered questions about how
many customers they saw in a day or a week,
but observations revealed that many braiders
spent the majority of a day soliciting customers
unsuccessfully.

The braiders tried to take one day off a week.
They unanimously responded that cooking and
cleaning were their primary objectives on this
day. They were tired after working long hours
in the salon, and occasionally, emotionally
drained if they did not earn as much as desired.
Nonetheless, they balanced their hours at
work with their household duties. Afifah
suggested that cooking was a woman’s primary
responsibility, so she found ways to ensure the
meals were prepared even when she worked
long hours. In observing Binah in her home,
when she was not cooking she ensured her
home was always spotless. “It is good to have a
clean house” she said.

Two informants reported that winter was
busier than summer because it was difficult
to braid hair in the summer humidity. Since



this research was completed in autumn, there
was no opportunity to observe the reality of
these statements. However, with the braiders
emigrating from equatorial climates it was
interesting that hair could not be braided well
in hot weather. In addition to winter, Christian
holidays like Christmas and Easter, as well as
the weeks preceding the start of school were
noted as the busiest time for braiding, thus the
worst times for educational participation.

Despite the fact that all of the informants were
Muslim, there was no consensus on whether
religion played a role in deciding between

work and educational opportunities. Some
informants suggested that their religion forbade
touching hair at all, which includes braiding.
They negotiated their contradictory behaviors
because braiding was the only job they could
obtain and they needed the money. Many of the
women fasted for Ramadan and were observed
taking a quick break to pray even while they
were with a customer. Because of this religious
negotiation, Ramadan did not affect their work
hours. Other informants did not say anything
about the contradictions of hair braiding and
Islam, but suggested they worked fewer hours or
not at all during the month of Ramadan. Some
said they wanted to get home earlier and others
said their days were too long to work during

the holiday.

3.2 LEGAL STATUS

A second theme generated from interviews

was the obstacle of legal status. Of the women
interviewed, most of them were undocumented
residents. In response to a question about
attending school in the United States, three
informants responded that they did not have
papers. Another informant revealed she did

not have papers and did not know what she
would do for employment even with papers and

more education. Afifah suggested that some
women did not want to have papers because
they did not want to be controlled by the
government. They were in the United States to
take advantage of the economic opportunities
and then they wanted to return to their

home country. This was confirmed with four
informants emphatically revealing they wanted
to return to their native country and only one
responding that she wanted to remain in

New York.

3.3 CULTURAL EXPECTATIONS

Most of the informants revealed that their
husbands or fathers were supportive of their
attending English as a second language classes.
Binah’s husband encouraged her to participate
in the same literacy program as him and
bought her extra study books for when she was
unable to attend class. Despite these displays
and verbalizations of support, other variables
suggested that they were supported only after
a long line of other family obligations were met
such as the cooking, cleaning, childcare, and
income generation discussed previously.

One variable possibly preventing women from
participating in educational programs was

the family expectations to have large number
of children. Three informants initiated this
topic without prompting from the interview
questions. Both Binah and Kumani said they
were tired and had already informed their
husbands that they would not “give them

any more children.” This kind of resistance
was not something all women could do. If

they were constantly having children, there
was pressure to earn more money, there was
household responsibilities such as cooking and
cleaning to complete, and a continued need for
childcare, which left little time for education
and schooling. Afifah noted a lack of pressure to



marry and have children. However, at 19 years
old she was planning to get married and have
children at 21 years old.

While cooking and cleaning were anticipated
household obligations, familial stresses
occasionally created additional constraints. Two
informants reported struggling with decisions
related to their sons’ presence in the United
States. Arwa’s son at 16 years old was sent back
for being “too stubborn.” Aswaa’s oldest son at11
years old was not allowed to immigrate with her
because the “United States is too much for him.”
Immigration trends suggest young men and
husbands immigrate prior to their wives and
children because of the perceived opportunities
in the United States. However, as young boys
become men in New York City, there something
about this change that disrupts a household?
Regardless, it was clear that for some of these
women at least, stress regarding their sons’

lives was an additional strain and took up time
that might otherwise have been devoted to
themselves.

3.4 SOCIALIZED IDENTITY

The fourth theme emerged from responses
not always appearing to correspond with

the questions asked, responses to interview
questions, and observations. In response to

a question about why they had not attended
school in the United States, several informants
said they “try their best” without giving actual
reasons for not participating. As mentioned
earlier, two informants indicated that they

do currently participate in educational
programming, but later revealed that it had
not begun yet, they did not know the name

of the school or program, and they did not
know where it was located beyond 125" Street.
These responses suggested some women were
embarrassed by their lack of English language

proficiency or literacy skills in general. The
responses indicated they believed that they
“should” know certain things or that they
“should” be participating, but were hesitant to
reveal that they did not or that they have not.

In an attempt to determine where the braiders
utilized literacy skills in any language or level,
they were asked when and/or where they used
their native language and the English language.
The most common answer given was that the
women spoke their native language at home
with their husband and children. Aaswaa
explained that she spoke English with English-
speaking customers and Kotokoli with her
colleagues at the salon. She was uncertain of
other places where she used either language,
spoken, read, or written. After prompting,

she revealed that she did use English at the
grocery store and her mosque. In the 14 hours
of participant observation, no hair braider

was seen reading or writing in any language.
Observations revealed that, like Aaswaa, all
eight New York hair braider participants and
their colleagues spoke English language to
negotiate price and style with their customers.
Beyond the initial communication, braiders
and customers were rarely seen speaking with
each other unless style clarification was sought.
Afifah explained this silence as the result of
speaking different languages. Observation
confirmed this, but also found a possible tension
between the hair braiders and the customers.
There appeared to be a notion of superiority
among the African American customers. Afifah
believed African American women were cheap
because they did not want to pay a good price
and approximately once a week refused to pay
for their braids after the work was completed.
No other participants revealed similar problems
when asked, but “you must pre-pay” signs on
the walls of the salons suggested otherwise.



Regardless of the reason for the silence, it
limited the ability to observe further use of

the English language in the salon. As will be
discussed below, a lengthier study would offer
more time to observe the participants outside
the salons to better assess their multiple literacy
uses. Inevitably these women are speaking and
many of them may be reading.

3.5 NETWORKS

Finally, networks emerged as a theme for
further discussion and investigation. An
extensive network analysis could be useful

in future studies to ascertain to what degree
networks exist amongst and within the salons,
both here and abroad, and how this might be
useful in educational program problem solving.
The broadest network observed was that of
‘women from western part of the continent of
Africa’. In all of the salons observed there was
no single nationality represented even when
the salon name indicated so. Some salons were
more representative than others, but all drew
from the same countries: Togo, Burkina Faso,
Mali, Senegal, Cote d’Ivoire, and Guinea. Other
Francophone African nations like Benin and
Niger had smaller representation, nor were the
more Anglophone nations of Ghana, Liberia,
Nigeria, and Sierra Leone.

While none of the respondents affirmed using
an ethnic network to obtain their job, there were
other networks at work. In at least one of the
salons there were family networks. Afifah, Arwa,
and Arwa’s sister worked together as well as
three sisters working as three of the five bosses
at Essence African Hair Braiding. Likewise,
there were language networks. As mentioned in
previous sections, there were groups of women
who spoke Kotokoli from Togo as well as the
Mandinka-speaking braiders from Guinea, Mali,
and Cote d’Ivoire. However, the informants

suggested they did not know the other braiders
with common languages or nationalities prior to
working together in the salon.

While there appeared to be networks in effect,
there were also observations made suggesting
the boundaries of networks. At Essence
African Hair Braiding, Afifah indicated that
each braider kept a stock of what was most
commonly asked for by customers. In the event
that they did not have a supply, the braider
would not temporarily borrow from another
braider. This exception appeared to be broken
with family members, but not with someone

in a language network. Similarly, braiders

kept their own supply of toilet paper for the
communal bathroom, which was not stocked.
Afifah shared with Arwa, within the supposed
family network, but women outside the family
network purchased their own rather than
borrowing. At Kaale’s African Hair Braiding,
Kumani repeatedly urged the researcher not to
talk to other braiders at different salons or other
braiders at the same salon between the evening
when a braiding appointment was made and
the following day. She appeared concerned that
another braider might steal her business. This
suggests that the individualism of obtaining a
customer and payment outrank other networks
created by language or other commonalities.



4. SUGGESTIONS FOR
LITERACY PROGRAMS

African immigrant hair braiders balance
lengthy work hours and demanding family and
household duties. For a successfully attended
ESL program, the design must consider these
time constraints. Many of the programs offered
by not-for-profit organizations are held on
Saturdays. While this may be an effective

time for African immigrants working in other
industries, weekend programming will force
hair braiders to choose between their most
monetarily lucrative employment days and an
educational program with minimal short-term
benefit. This supports Ndongo’s (1983) findings
that African immigrants are most concerned
with finding and securing employment. Once
employment is achieved, a hair braider wants
to sustain consistent economic income. Thus,
programs that cost money or require time away
from their work during peak days or hours are
less likely to be well attended. Ndongo also
reports that fatigue from lengthy work-hours
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and no childcare are major obstacles to program
participation. Those working in hair braiding
salons offer similar explanations, but reveal a
program closer to their home, in this case the
Bronx, is more appealing than a program near
their work. These are relatively minor structural
changes that could improve participation in
adult English language training programs.

There is an extensive listing of available city
programs offered online (MOIA, 2006), but
utilization of this resource requires that one
has access to a computer and the internet as
well as an ability to read Standard English.
Even translation into languages like Kotokoli
or Mandinka, the most commonly experienced
languages in this project, probably will not
create a significant increase in awareness
because most of the braiders interviewed did
not attend or complete any formal schooling
beyond grade six in their home countries. Thus,
a word-of-mouth advertising campaign, which
utilizes social networks, is the recommended
method of creating awareness and generating
higher attendance rates.



5. FUTURE RESEARCH

Due to continued increase of African women
arriving in NYC, Sauti Yetu finds it imperative
that future qualitative and quantitative research
be conducted. Below are suggestions addressing
the limitations of the this project and possible
topics for future research.

5.1 LIMITATIONS OF CURRENT PROJECT

LeCompte and Preissle (2003) indicate the
importance of working in locations where
behaviors occur naturally. To experience,
observe, and verify that the behaviors
documented and analyzed are indeed “natural”,
this study would need to be conducted over

a longer period of time. First, the snowball
sampling method resulted in a less fluid
generation of informants than anticipated.
Individuals were not forthcoming with names
and contact information for other possible
participants, which resulted in restarting the
sampling process a number of times to collect
the number of informants in this study. A
lengthier study would allow for more in-depth
rapport with participants beyond an economic
relationship and would hopefully lead to the
identification of more participants.

Second, a lengthier study would allow time

for data generation both inside and outside

the salon environment. Interviews and
observations with Binah, the Ann Arbor,
Michigan participant, were included because of
the extensive access to her home environment
and family members. The timeline for this study
did not allow for such rapport and trust with
the New York City participants. Shadowing
individuals outside their places of employment
could offer deeper insight into some of the
reasons why the women are not participating in
English as a second language or adult learning

opportunities and could also be an opportunity
to observe when and in what capacity the
women are using various literacy skills.

Another limitation in this study that can be
addressed with future research was language. In
the method design section of the paper, it was
mentioned that the primary language used in
interviews was English. Ideally, interviews could
be conducted in the native African language

of each of the participants. More realistically,
this study could have benefited from a French
language interpreter, which would give the
participants and the researcher more confidence
to speak in a second language.

5.2 FUTURE RESEARCH

Legal Residency Status: The African immigrant
hair braiders in this study overwhelmingly
reported that they do not have legal residency
status, which they feel negatively affects

their ability to participate in educational
programming and their ability to conceptualize
economic and employment options as legal
citizens. With Executive Order #41 in place to
protect undocumented residents while they
participate in citywide social services, a future
study could specifically address women’s’
knowledge of available programs, the securities
offered under The Executive Order, and how
their undocumented status affects participation.

Network Analysis: While it is assumed that
social networks are in existence throughout the
West African immigrant communities in New
York City, a blind assumption that linguistic,
national, or economic niche networks are as
obviously linked as they appear is cautioned.
Of the nine hair braiders interviewed for

this study, four were from Togo and spoke

the same language, Kotokoli. At least nine
additional braiders who were not interviewed



were observed speaking the same language.
Approximately 300,000 people in the entire
world speak Kotokoli and they all come from
a northern region in Togo, with a few speakers
from the borders of Benin and Ghana (SIM,
2006). How can so many Kotokoli speakers
work in a seven-block area on 125™" Street and
only those who are related indicate knowing
other Kotokoli speakers before immigrating

to the United States? The rules and patterns
governing social networks among African
immigrant hair braiders is a topic for further
research. Does a shared language influence
one’s willingness to remain in a certain salon?
Could a shared language encourage women

to participate in an educational program?
Egbo (2000) suggests Nigerian women often
participate in educational programming because
they feel pressure from other women. While

it is not recommended to use peer pressure as
a means of attracting women to programes, if
social networks are to be utilized as advertising
methods those networks should be more fully
understood.

Cultural Expectations: Patriarchal norms and
customs play a significant role in an African
woman’s identity. This study supports Egbo’s
(2000) findings that African women marry at
young ages, which often disrupts their formal
schooling. While the hair braiders report
overwhelmingly that their husbands support
them going to school and learning English,

that support follows an expectation that the
women’s one vacation day from work is for
cooking, cleaning, and caring for the family.
Further research in this area should involve
interviewing husbands about their perceptions
of English language training for their wives and
daughters, as well as observing the men and
women together outside the salon environment.
Another area for further research is the topic of

school-aged sons staying in Africa. The braiders
are interested in the educational opportunities
their children receive from living and attending
school in the United States. Thus, what is
happening with African school-aged boys in the
United States? Could there be a shift placing
more importance on female-child education?

Other than Literacy: Further research should
look at the effectiveness of English as a

second (ESL) language programs. For these
programs to be functional, as the functional
literacy model assumes, once gaining access
and successfully completing the program,
individuals should be compelled to pursue
higher-income occupational opportunities. As
discussed above, if immigrant communities
only intend to reside in the U.S. for a period

of time, can this assumption hold? And even

if they stay, are there other barriers to leaving
low-paying jobs in the informal sector, such as
legal status, racial and gender discriminations
as well as familial pressures and early child
marriage, embedded networks both in the U.S.
and in the country of origin, or quite possibly,
economic norms and identities learned in their
country of origin that remain unchanged here?
How does relying on a cash economy with an
inability to open a checking account impact
their employment options? Each of these factors
brings into question the primacy and reliance on
English language learning when attempting to
economically empower immigrant communities.
Much more needs to be done.



6. CONCLUSIONS

African women are increasingly immigrating

to the United States and New York City in
particular. Those without legal residency
documentation often find quick employment in
the informal economy as hair braiders, street
vendors and or have business such as selling
African clothing in their homes which are all
occupations with long hours, inconsistent pay,
and little need for proficiency in Standard
English. While most braiders indicate they are
only in the United States for a limited time and
desire returning to their home countries in West
Africa, many have lived in the United States

for more than five years and have no definitive
plan to return. In that time, they have lived in
an English-dominant city where, outside their
social networks, language barriers prevent them
from understanding and being understood.

AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF HAIR BRAIDING SALON WORKERS IN HARLEM

English as a second language programs are in
place throughout the city. The New York City
Mayor’s Office, the Department of Education,
and not-for-profit organizations each offer
different types of adult educational and ESL
programming. The problem identified in this
small study is that non English speaking African
immigrant women working as hair braiders

do rarely utilize the available adult and or ESL
programs. The interviews and observations
completed revealed barriers or possible
explanations to this question, but more research
is needed.

If the economic disparities continue between
western African nations and “industrialized”
nations like the United States, this population of
undocumented residents will continue to grow
and those simply seeking a better economic
opportunities for themselves and for their children
will increasingly live in marginalized situations.
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APPENDIX A: PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS

Participant  Hair Braiding Country of Number of
Numbers Salon Origin Marital Status Children Religion
HB1 Not working Guinea 27 Married 4 Muslim
HB2 Essence Togo 19 Not Married 0 Muslim
HB3 Essence Togo 56 Married 3+ Muslim
HB4 Essence Burkina Faso - Married 2+ Muslim
HB5 Essence Togo - Married 2+ Muslim
HB6 Essence Mali - Married 2+ Muslim
HB7 Kaale's Guinea - Married 5 Muslim
HB8 Kaale's Guinea 32 Married 2 Muslim
HB9 Kindness Togo 33 Married 3 Muslim
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APPENDIX B: SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE

PERSONAL

1.
2.

A

10.
I1.
12.
13.
14.

15.

16.

How old are you?
Are you married?
a. Does your husband work in United States? For how long? What does he do?
Do you have children?
a. How many? How old? Where do they live?
How many people live in your home?
In which borough do you live?
Why do you live in (the Bronx) but work in Manhattan? Are there salons in the Bronx?
What is your country of birth?
a. Guinea
b. Togo
c. Cote d’Ivoire
d. Mali
e. Burkina Faso
f. Other
In your home country, where did you live?
a. Specific city?
b. Rural, small town, large town/small city, medium-sized city, very large city, don’t know
What is your native language?
Where do you speak your native language?
Where do you speak English or other languages?
How old were you when you moved to the United States?
What year was it when you moved to the United States?
Did you enter the United States directly from Africa?
a. If no, what was your route?
Did you enter the United States in New York?
a. If no, where else have you lived in the United States?
Did you move while living in Africa? Rural to urban?
a. If yes, why?
i. Educational

ii. Financial/economic

AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF HAIR BRAIDING SALON WORKERS IN HARLEM
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iii. Political
iv. Remain with or reunite with relatives
v. Other
17. Why did you move to United States?
a. Educational
b. Financial/economic
c. Political
d. Religious
e. Remain with or unite with relatives
f. Other
18. On which type of visa did you first travel to the United States?
a. Visitors
b. Student
c. Refugee
d. Exchange
e. Business
f. Don’t know/other
19. What was your occupation when living in Africa?
20. Did you braid hair in ? Did you learn to braid there or here?
21. When you first came to the United States, who traveled with you?
a. Husband
b. Children
c. Other family
22. When you first came to the United States, did you have family or friends already living here?
a. Did any of these family or friends have legal papers/documents?
23. Do you intend to move again?
a. If yes, why?
b. If yes, to where?
i. Within United States?

ii. Back to Africa?



EDUCATION
24. Did you go to school in your home country?

a. What kind of school?

b. How many years?

c. Did you finish?
25. Have you attended school' in United States?

a. If yes, what kind of school, when, how did you learn about it?

b. If no, why not.

i. Do you want to go to school in United States?
1. Why?

26. Did your husband go to school in Africa? Has he attended school in the United States?
27. Does your husband support you going to school?
28. Do your kids go to school? What school? What grades?
29. Do you have more or less education than your parents?
30. Could you work at the salon and go to school at the same time? How would you do it?

31. Do you know women who braid hair who go to school in the United States?
Why do you think they go? Why do you think they don’t go?

32. Do you know of schools you could attend? Where are they? What are they called? What do you
learn? How do you learn about it?

33. What day are you most likely to go to school? What time of day?
34. What is more important to you: speaking, reading, or writing in English? Why?
35. What topics do you want to learn in an English class?

36. Would you be more likely to go to a school close to your home or close to your work?

WORK
37. How did you learn about your present job?
38. What is your religion?
a. Did you fast for Ramadan?
b. Did Ramadan affect your work schedule? If yes, how?
39. How long have you worked in this salon?
40. Which days do you work?

1 The term “school” was used to mean both formal education and non-formal education such as adult English language and literacy
programs. This was purposefully used because it was the terminology used by the participants in the study.



41.
42.
43.
44,
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.

53.
54.
55.

What are your usual hours? When do you come in and when do you leave?
What do you do when you are not working? On your day off?
How many people work in the salon?
How many bosses are there? Do they braid hair?
How does one become a boss of a salon?
How many customers do you have in a week?
Have you had patrons who will not pay? What do you do?
Who are your customers? Other Africans? Black Americans?
Do you think African women are different from black American women? How?
Do you have friends/family working in this salon? In other salons?
How are the salons on 125" Street different?
Why are there so many salons?
a. Who does that benefit? Is it good or bad for your business? Why?
Do you like working in the salon?
If you could do any work, what would you do? What stops you?

If this project resulted in a school for African women who braid hair, would you want to come?
Do you know other women who would want to come? Do you know other women who would
answer my questions for the school?



APPENDIX C: DESCRIPTION OF THE SALONS

Salon 1: Essence African Hair Braiding

To the inexperienced observer, the salon looked chaotic even when not populated with people.
There are large stacks of locked suitcases lining the walls, chairs scattered throughout a space
approximately 20 by 40 feet, and various laminated posters with women’s first names, their cell
phone numbers, and images of head shots showcasing their work. Mirrors line the walls on the left
the right side. Their arrangement suggests 22 women work there, but as the braiders begin to arrive
it is clear that there are more braiders than there are mirrors and braiding takes place anywhere a
chair will fit. It was unclear who owned the business.

Five women were interviewed at Essence African Hair Braiding: three from Togo, one from Mali,
and one from Burkina Faso. The interviews occurred over two days: a Sunday at 9:30am and a
Wednesday at 10:30am. Two of the three Togo women interviewed were related as mother and
daughter. The mother’s sister also works at the same salon, but she was not available for interview.
The four Togolese women (including the sister/aunt not interviewed) are from the linguistic

tribe, Kotokoli. While they speak the same language, the diverse nationality representation at
Essence requires the braiders rely on French language skills when speaking more collectively. The
informants indicated that the braiders working at Essence are from Burkina Faso, Mali, Senegal,
Togo, and Guinea. They reported that there is no one from Cote d’Ivoire because they have their
own salon and that there is not another salon with such national diversity as Essence anywhere on
125™ Street.

Afifah is the only braider interviewed at this salon who has participated in any kind of schooling or
educational programming since immigrating to the United States. Because of her age, she was able
to enter high school, has since graduated, and now attends a community college. Two informants
indicated that they currently attend an educational program, which they call “school” on 125%
Street. However, when further questions were asked they revealed that the program had not begun,
nor did they know exactly when it would begin, or specifically where it is located.

Salon 2: Kaale’s African Hair Braiding

Kaale’s African Hair Braiding salon maintains a similar chaotic layout to Essence. There are stacks
of locked suitcases, scattered chairs, and posters with contact information adorning the walls. The
layout of mirrors and posters also suggests designated braiding areas for each worker. However, at
Kaale’s, the braiders were seen only working in their labeled stations. It was unclear who owned the
business.

Two of the study participants were from Kaale’s. The time was divided between two different days:
a Tuesday evening around 5:30pm and a Wednesday around 11:00am. At neither time were there
more than 10 people in the salon. Both informants were from Guinea and both spoke Maninka as
their native languages. They could not answer how many braiders worked in the salon. They could
only reveal that many women took this particular day off. The other braiders working in the salon



were from Mali, Cote d’Ivoire, and Guinea. There was some discrepancy about whether anyone
from Burkina Faso worked there as one informant said yes and the other said no. Regardless,
these women’s nationality differences they, all spoke Maninka and not French as their collective
language.

Fadwa had attended school in the United States. Upon her arrival, she enrolled in an intensive
English language program. She did not recall the name of the program, but indicated she would
like to return when she has saved more money. The second informant, Kumani, has not attended
school, nor did she attend school in Guinea, but she was very interested and asked to be contacted
if a program comes out of this research.

Salon 3: Kindness African Hair Braiding Center

This is the largest of the salons along the 125" Street business corridor and it appears to be the
most consistently populated. Again, the layout of the salon is similar to Essence and Kaale’s.
Suitcases, mirrors, long and narrow space, and over 100 chairs define the décor. There are
considerably more braider advertisement posters on the walls and, as opposed to the other two
salons, here there are male names with contact information. An informant revealed that this was
because there were already women with the same name working in the salon, so some women
chose to list their husband’s names instead. Thus, “Bruce” or “Roger” is available to braid one’s
hair. It was unclear who owned the business.

One interview was conducted at 4:30pm on a Tuesday. Aaswaa was from Sokodé in Togo, which

is part of the Kotokoli linguistic tribe. Four women were pointed out as also speaking Kotokoli;

but when a larger conversation ensued, it was revealed that there are more than the initial four
women speaking the same language. Approximately, ten women sat in the front window soliciting
customers by knocking on the window. This is a different approach from the other salons where
women usually sit outside and ask, “hair braid miss?” Aaswaa could not identify how many braiders
work for this particular salon, but knows they are all from Togo or Cote d’Ivoire. There is no one
from Burkina Faso or Mali.

Aaswaa has never attended school in the United States and did not complete formal schooling
beyond grade six in Togo. Because she does not have legal documentation papers, she cannot begin
to think about what she could do aside from braiding hair.
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