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Introduction 
Unlike the hustle and bustle on New York streets appearing loosely around 8AM each morning, 
the Ghanaian workday starts promptly at sunrise. Urban traders, market consumers, and everyone 
in between meander the streets of Accra, Ghana ready to make transactions. In West Africa, 
women play a key participatory role in urban market activities. They act as traders, producers, 
consumers, entrepreneurs, financiers, and much more. It became clear in my interaction with 
West Africans and in my library-based research that finances were not typically shared between 
working married couples. Accordingly, women maintain unique practices that affect the way in 
which they spend money. “Women’s enterprise and household occupations and responsibilities 
are closely related and intertwined. Therefore, their demand for financial services is distinctly 
different from the male market segment” (Heidhues and Schrieder 34). Due to certain market and 
logistical constraints, women must rely on informal financial services in order to finance urgent 
consumption needs, business demands, and family-related necessities (Heidhues and Schrieder 
22).  
 
In West Africa, as in the rest of the informal sector worldwide, women are vastly over-represented. 
Existing data support the claim that most economically active women in the developing world work 
in the informal sector (Chen 2). In the West African countries of Benin and Mali alone, the 
informal sector is responsible for more than 95 percent of working women who participate in non-
agricultural economic activity (Chen 3). In the face of longtime contact with capitalistic forces, the 
West African informal system has not contracted but rather expanded its operations. Market 
traders in West Africa are among the most dynamic and autonomous in the world (Clark xviii). 
The nature of their economic autonomy—that is, the informal ways in which West African traders 
share and save money—will be of primary focus here.  
 
Despite the presence of formal banks, a lack of collateral has led most traders to develop 
sophisticated informal finance structures (Ayittey 97). Clifford Geertz is often credited as the first 
anthropologist to recognize an informal money-sharing method that is used all around, but bearing 
specific importance in West Africa. Geertz has employed the term “rotating savings and credit 
association” (ROSCA) to define the multitude of informal money-sharing schemes similar to 
George Ayittey’s “family pot” (Geertz 241).  Across West Africa, these schemes hold different 
names: in Senegal, they are referred to as les tontines; in Ghana, susu; in Nigeria, esusu; and in 
Benin, ndjonu (Ardener 206). In much of West Africa, the ROSCA is a gendered phenomenon. 
For instance, in places such as Burkina Faso, Senegal, and Ghana, women dominate ROSCAs. 
Often times, women lack collateral or the credit history that men have, so they turn to informal 
microfinancial schemes such as ROSCAs (Ardener 2). In Ghana, for instance, susu associations 
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are not necessarily arranged in autonomous groups, though they may be. Instead, they are more 
often associations of women who are of the same industry who contribute to a lump sum. 
Contributions and loans are managed by a “susu collector.” While the contributors tend to be 
female, susu collectors tend to be male (Bortei-Doku and Aryeetey 78). Women’s motives for 
savings may be incredibly diverse, ranging from business needs to urgent personal needs (Peebles 
228).  
 
Strong social networks in West Africa are indicative of communalistic and largely co-dependent 
social relations. In their study on social networks in Ghana, Drs. Udry and Conley found that 
important aspects of life such as political influence and access to land rely almost exclusively on the 
extent of individuals’ social networks (Conley and Udry 2). In the markets, social networks become 
an important tool for market women to profit from each others’ resources.  
 
My fieldwork for this aspect of the research was focused in Accra, Ghana. In the fall of 2011, I was 
funded for a short exploratory trip, where I was able to carry out some basic ethnographic research 
on market women and their livelihood practices. My methodology was primarily comprised of 
participant-observation and informal interviews with the local Gã population. I focused my efforts 
on Makola Market, the largest and oldest market in Accra. My guide informed me that it was very 
much frequented by the local population rather than being targeted to more of a transient 
tourist/visitor population. I entered the market as a consumer and an observer, beraing in mind 
inquiries related to the arrangement of the stalls, the women’s money-sharing practices, and their 
social interaction with one another (particularly those in the same industry). Between my brief 
interaction with the female vendors  and follow-up conversations with other Ghanaians, I was able 
to extract several important details about West African female livelihood in and around Accra.  
 
In recent decades, immigration out of Sub-Saharan Africa has been at an all-time high. Sub-
Saharan Africans are moving into places such as the South of France, all of Spain, the UK, and the 
United States. They are settling in cities such as Paris, Marseille, London, Madrid, Barcelona, and 
New York City. The motivation for such an exodus is not singular. Africans comprise the majority 
of immigrants to Western Europe today, a trend which has burgeoned to remarkable levels in 
recent years (Council of Europe: Parliamentary Assembly 1).  
 
Sub-Saharan African immigrants have settled all over the United States, but the most salient 
populations can be found in places like the Northeast and the West Coast. Roughly half of all Sub-
Saharan African immigrants to the United States reside in New York City, Washington D.C., Los 
Angeles, Atlanta, and Minneapolis. Experts note that a large amount of Africans who immigrate to 
the United States come from urban environments, which is further motivation for them to settle in 
metropolitan areas. Not only this, but of course the availability of jobs is higher in cities, in addition 
to the frequency of social support programs and fellow African immigrants (Ball 1).  
 
My fieldwork for this aspect of the research was based in the Washington D.C. metropolitan area, 
where West Africans have made a major mark in pockets of Washington culture. West Africans 
are very prominent, inhabiting areas such as Adams-Morgan. While I had limited time in D.C., I 
was able to interview several West African immigrant students, as well as observe many immigrant 
workers. For the purpose of this paper, I was most interested in their livelihood practices in West 
Africa and upon entering the United States. I also probed their knowledge of West African 
informal financial practices, asking them if they utilized those microfinancial schemes to help 
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finance their work in the United States. Additionally, social networks were an important puzzle 
piece in understanding their economic activity as immigrants. Who did they rely on? Did they 
have family or friends here who helped them? Many of the answers varied according to whom they 
knew, what they did for a living, and many other factors.  
 
Methodology  
To carry out this research, I utilized an integrative methodology in pursuing both extensive library-
based research and small-scale fieldwork activity. Two separate fieldwork opportunities presented 
themselves to me, in Ghana and Washington, D.C., respectively. I carried out informal interviews, 
which produced several case studies (two of which are included in this paper). I was also able to 
rely upon participant-observation. Scarcely has research been done on the West African 
immigration population, as it relates to money-sharing practices and social networking. This 
research is innovative and asks needed questions that are at the forefront of discussions on 
development, gender roles, and African immigration.  
 
Case Studies and Discussion  
According to Robert T. Herman and Robert L. Smith in their book Immigrant, Inc.: Why 
Immigrant Entrepreneurs are Driving the New Economy (and how they will save the American 
worker), most immigrants do not come to the United States today looking to start an independent 
business. As previously discussed, entrepreneurship in West Africa is very common and 
businesses face fewer regulations than in the United States. As one Ghanaian told me while I was 
in Accra, “All you need to do is buy a stall, and you’ve got a business.” Herman and Smith note, 
“Some came to take a job, and a few came to join family already here, but most came to earn an 
advanced degree” (Herman and Smith 13). In Ghana, the vast majority of people I spoke with who 
were ages 18-25 said that they wanted to come to the United States (specifically) for a university 
education. Still, there are many in the United States today who work in businesses and hold other 
meaningful non-academic employment.  
 
The following two case studies describe two women that I was fortunate enough to meet and 
interview at the Howard University Graduate School during my time in D.C. Both were female 
West Africans who had come to the United States within the past 10 years. The first woman I 
interviewed was a Nigerian-born, middle-aged PhD candidate in the Department of African 
Studies. For confidentiality reasons, I will refer to her as Adwana. Adwana’s family in Nigeria had a 
strong background in retail. Her father owned a small textile shop for which Adwana’s mother was 
the de facto owner. Her mother and father divided the profits from that particular shop, but her 
father owned several others. Management of the shop left Adwana’s mother with, in her words, a 
“sense of worth.” Adwana described her mother’s involvement in an esusu group. Members were 
all women of the same industry, and being a part of the group allowed them to buy textiles in 
bulk—a much cheaper and more savvy alternative to buying independently. According to Adwana’s 
description of the esusu group structure, anthropologists would certainly classify it as a ROSCA. 
She told me that women contributed to a lump sum, which was circulated to each one of the group 
members on a monthly basis. Adwana herself mentioned the fact that trust and good faith were of 
the utmost importance in terms of repaying loans. The women were responsible only to each 
other, which promoted a sense of group solidarity.  
 
Adwana delineated the differences she saw between the business culture in West Africa and the 
United States, specifically as it relates to immigrants. In West Africa, she said, there is a support 
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structure. She told me how her mother worked in conjunction with her father. They were business 
partners, sharing profit and making decisions as a unit. She also relied heavily on her social 
network and women in her same industry. In the United States, she said, there is much more of an 
individualistic culture. Starting a business is a “capital-intensive venture,” she said, which can pose a 
striking challenge to immigrants. She also highlighted the complex bureaucratic process through 
which businesses are established, not to mention the legal underpinnings of business regulations. 
Adwana herself is a university student, soon to be a hooded scholar with immense potential in both 
academia and the job market at-large. Apart from her background in business with her parents, 
Adwana is clearly chasing a different dream. She said that she was educated in the UK before 
coming to the United States for graduate school. When asked how she was financing her school 
here in the United States, she said that she relied almost exclusively on her savings. Said savings 
were the result of esusu membership. Like her mother, she too had participated in an esusu group 
while in Nigeria. Adwana told me that every member had a different reason for being part of the 
group, but her mission was clear: save for school. Unlike that of her mother, the esusu group of 
which Adwana was a part communicated impersonally (via email). She was working at a bank at the 
time, and one of her co-workers invited her to join. When asked whether or not her co-worker was 
considered a friend, Adwana replied definitively, “In Nigeria, it’s hard to say that a co-worker is not 
a friend.” It is evident that in Nigerian business culture, social networks and economic activity 
ostensibly overlap. They work in tandem, supporting each other. While Adwana was receiving 
financial benefits from her membership in the esusu group, she was receiving invaluable social 
benefits as well.  
 
Adwana’s description of her life in the United States, however, is starkly different. Fulfilling her 
dream of an American university education, Adwana does not depend upon her social network. 
She told me that she did not have family nearby in the United States, nor did she rely on anyone 
when coming to the United States. It was clear that the self-motivated, individualistic foundation of 
American society was a rather drastic shift from that of Nigerian society. As a Howard student, she 
is not part of an esusu group and she does not have co-workers to depend upon socially. She is 
economically self-sufficient as a graduate student, and thus it seems as though her social life has 
become indirectly linked if not altogether irrelevant to her livelihood. Upon entering the United 
States, if not enrolling in school or starting a business, West Africans practices plenty of other jobs. 
During my time in D.C., the immigrants I interacted with were domestic servants, part-time retail 
workers, waiters/waitresses, among other things. Some West Africans face difficulties in finding 
transferable skills upon entering the American job market, because they are accustomed to 
occupations that may be agricultural or domestic in nature. While this may not apply to those who 
come from urban environments, some immigrants do experience this as being an obstacle 
(Heidhues and Schrieder 34).  
 
In studying immigration, social networking becomes of peak importance. While social networks 
are by no means uniquely West African, they are certainly a rich part of the West African 
immigrant experience. That is, West Africans depend upon their social networks regularly for a 
host of different resources, some of them social, some of them economic, some of them political, 
etc. Upon immigrating to the United States, the cultural landscape with respect to social networks 
changes remarkably. Adwana’s impression of a highly individualistic culture in America is 
supported by anthropologists who study immigration. One anthropologist criticizes other 
immigration studies which imply that the immigrant experience is the same across the United 
States (Foner 5). Even if of the same cultural background, immigrants will have distinct experiences 



National Association of Student Anthropologists 
 

Student Anthropologist, Volume 2 Number 2, pages 19-26  23 
 

due to the environment in which they settle. Cities like New York City, for instance, may be 
individualistic to the extreme due to the expansive population and confined space. Researchers 
have found that social networks actually improve efficiency in job turnover rates. That is, when 
immigrants rely on their social networks (i.e. family, friends who already live in the United States), 
they find jobs and housing that much more quickly. In fact, relying on a local perspective, 
immigrants who depend upon their social networks for jobs and housing tend to find more reliable 
employment with less effort. Therefore, contrary to popular belief, immigrants actually increase 
the supply of job opportunities (Light et al. 4).  
 
Anthropologists have longtime viewed voluntary organizations as mediators between immigrants 
and their new environments. Essentially, they are a way of reproducing certain home-based cultural 
patterns in a new urban context in a way that helps immigrants ease into the cultural orientation 
process of being in the United States (Foner 162). It was not until I interviewed Omorosa 
(confidentiality maintained), however, that social networks were explicitly mentioned as having 
been a part of the West African immigrant narrative. Omorosa is a relatively more mature Master’s 
student in Howard’s Department of African Studies. She had come to the United States somewhat 
more recently than Adwana, but has established a social life here in ways very different than those 
of Adwana. Omorosa listed about 6-8 organizations in which she either holds a leadership position 
or is simply a member. Most of these organizations were specific to immigrants from Nigeria, her 
country of origin. Some of them were specific to her tribal heritage, and others were open to all 
Nigerian immigrants. It was not far into our conversation that I realized how much of Omorosa’s 
social life was derived from her membership in these organizations. When asked what she 
received from these organizations, Omorosa said that it is a source of social support. Members in 
these organizations carry out community service projects together, fund young scholars as a group, 
and share knowledge with one another. She implied that they were mostly female in membership, 
and that there were some unofficial economic aspects of their organization. Membership is 
voluntary, but there are clearly some expectations and obligations to being a member, even if 
informally recognized. The Nigerian women joining these organizations give resources, 
information, insights, and also receive the same from other members. Either way, some West 
African female immigrants find that voluntary organizations, whether they are catered to certain 
tribal, ethnic, or national affiliations, are a source of social (and sometimes economic) support 
during their transition to the United States.  
 
Conclusions 
This article has discussed the livelihood practices of female entrepreneurs in West Africa and how 
they relate to their livelihood practices upon entering the United States as immigrants. In West 
Africa, these livelihood practices allow these women to be financially independent. At the same 
time, their work is often supported by a healthy network of family, friends, industry partners, etc. 
As in the case of Adwana’s father’s business, her mother was the de facto manager and operator, 
but she shared her profits with her husband. Adwana told me that despite the fact that her mother 
was a working, financially independent woman, “the man still determines the success of the 
woman’s business.” Time and time again, evidence has shown that, as least in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
working women’s income funnels into several places: her husband/family, her business, and herself 
(Heidhues and Schrieder 34). When asked to explain further, Adwana told me her father’s 
emotional support for his wife played a large role in business operations, insinuating that any 
domestic conflict would be reflected in the way a woman runs her business.  
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In my experience both in Ghana and in Washington, D.C., I have been able to compare the lived 
experiences of West African females and make several preliminary conclusions. First, it is 
necessary to note that there is no defined, requisite piece of the West African female immigrant 
experience, at least with respect to livelihood practices. An important aspect of the West African 
female immigrant narrative is reconciling the relative financial independence of her past and the 
livelihood practice she will face in her future. The interplay between West African women’s social 
networks and their livelihood practices upon coming to the United States is malleable, 
complementing and feeding one another. For instance, students such as Adwana do not depend 
upon their social networks upon coming to the United States because of their savings, as well as the 
mere nature of independent student life. It was clear in the case of Adwana that her non-reliance 
on a social network in the United States is diametrically opposed with her dependence upon her 
social network while in Nigeria. In Nigeria, she was part of an esusu group which supported her 
not only in financial terms, but it also represented an avenue for her to expand her social life. Most 
student immigrants seem to follow a similar pattern, relying on savings, scholarships, or part-time 
work in order to finance their transition into the American school system. Their social network, as 
a result, is often defined by their school environment and/or their community involvement. For 
some immigrants, social support organizations are a central source of social networking. 
 
Many immigrants rely on existing social support systems, being immediate or extended family 
members, friends/acquaintances, friends of friends, etc. Livelihood practices are similarly very 
diverse among West African female immigrants. Student life is common, but paid domestic work, 
retail and service work, and much more were frequent as sources of revenue for West Africans. 
Without a larger sample size, it is difficult to make comprehensive, holistic, or conclusive 
statements about West African female immigrants’ experiences. It is unreasonable and 
irresponsible as a researcher to draw conclusions beyond one’s scope, thus I cannot fairly estimate 
the conditions of immigrants in New York City, Los Angeles, or any other major city in the United 
States known to have significant populations of West African immigrants.  
 
I would like to emphasize the ongoing nature of this research. The issue of West African 
immigration is certainly topical around the Western hemisphere, and only becoming more so. 
Microfinance and group-based lending initiatives have become a central part of the global 
conversation on development in Sub-Saharan Africa. As a young ethnographic researcher, I am 
ardent about the prospect of this research. Not only does it have implications for economic 
development, but also for gender studies, women’s rights, and social justice. The future of this 
research truly lies in more of a comparative look at immigration, expanding to multiple cities in 
West Africa and multiple cities in the United States. Additionally, I would like to expand the scope 
of this project to include a much larger immigrant and native population. While patterns may have 
been initially unclear and only preliminary conclusions made, this research has excellent prospects 
as an innovative way of understanding the relationship between the social and economic, the past 
and the present, the professional and the personal, and the public and the private.  
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