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                                                                  Abstract 

 

This research study is set to focus on the everyday living experiences of male Congolese migrants 

who are living in a South African township called Wesbank. The study explores how African 

transnational migrants, such as the Congolese, create a sense of belonging through barbershop 

spaces to integrate into the broad community of Wesbank. Undoubtedly, helpful research studies 

have been conducted in the area (Blommaert et al., 2005; Velghe, 2012; Dyers, 2018). However, 

no in-depth research focuses on African transnational migrants and how they interpret the meaning 

of place based on their everyday living experiences. As a result, this research fills that gap by 

conducting a study on selected male Congolese barbershops in the Wesbank township, with the 

participants being Congolese barbers and Congolese clients who are the target. The argument of 

this study posits that male Congolese migrants residing in Wesbank, in their position as African 

transnational migrants, use barbershop spaces for community-building, to integrate and create a 

sense of belonging, and to engage in cultural exchange. In summation, Wesbank has become a 

place that has significant meaning to the Congolese community, and this research study helps us 

to understand that by exploring their everyday living experiences.  

 

Drawing upon the theoretical framework of belonging as a foundation for this research, the study 

explores the experiences of Congolese migrants and their relationship with notions of belonging, 

identity, and place. Through participant observation and semi-structured interviews, the study 

aimed to gain a deeper understanding of Congolese migrants in Wesbank and the use of 

barbershops to create connections and meanings they ascribe to their location, sense of self, and 

belonging. The data for this research was collected at the barbershops. The methodological 

approach that was undertaken by this study was a qualitative approach, given that the research 

looked at the experiences of male Congolese migrants and their establishment of belonging 

through barbershops.   
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                                                              Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Wesbank is one of the earliest post-apartheid townships on the outskirts of Cape Town, South 

Africa, situated opposite Delft next to the R300 road. The township was established around the 

late 1990s as part of the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) (Blommaert et al., 

2005; Dyers, 2004; 2008). It is a multicultural community with various groups of people living in 

the area, including both South Africans and migrant communities (Dyers, 2009). Wesbank is also 

known for its informal businesses, such as tuckshops and barbershops, which are often owned by 

migrant communities (Dyers, 2018).  

 

Various studies have been conducted in the area, including sociolinguistic research by Blommaert 

et al. (2005) investigating the challenges faced by school learners from diverse social backgrounds 

in coping with English literacy, which is not their mother tongue. In that study, little attention was 

given to migrant communities, who were merely identified as residents within the area. Dyers’ 

(2004) study in Wesbank examined children’s attitudes and identities. A few years later, she 

conducted another study focused on sociolinguistic issues in Wesbank, particularly 

multilingualism. The following year, her research explored internal migration from rural to urban 

areas in Wesbank. Velghe’s (2012) study focused on middle-aged women’s use of mobile phones 

in Wesbank. 

 

Amisi (2006) reveals that Congolese migrants move to major cities in South Africa for better 

opportunities, often driven by the war in their home country and the desire for survival (Amisi, 

2006). Wesbank Township is a common destination for numerous Congolese migrants, many of 

whom have established themselves as professional barbers. Based on my preliminary observations 

as a resident and having conducted my honours project in the area, I found that barbershops within 

Wesbank are predominantly staffed by Congolese men. Findings from the research conducted by 

Crush and Chikanda (2015) indicate that Congolese women also concentrate their entrepreneurial 

efforts in hair salons and hair braiding, although these businesses are predominantly located in 

neighbourhoods in Cape Town’s southern suburbs, notably Mowbray and Claremont.

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home
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It is within this context that this study has investigated the reasons behind Congolese men’s 

preference for careers as barbers within Wesbank township and to explore the socio-economic and 

cultural dynamics produced in the barbershops, as well as their perceptions of life in the area. 

 

1.1 The Problem Statement 

 

In Wesbank Township, there are both South African citizens and immigrants living in the same 

area. Despite the previous efforts of well-known scholars who have studied the area, such as 

Blommaert et al. (2005) and Dyers (2018), little attention has been given to the unique experiences 

of transnational migrants. Similarly, my honours research study, Meaning of Place: An 

Ethnographic Study of Wesbank Township did not focus on transnational migrants’ experience. 

Therefore, the present study aims to investigate the lives of Congolese male migrants in Wesbank 

barbershops. The primary objective is to comprehensively elucidate how they establish a sense of 

belonging within the community, with particular emphasis on the role of barbershops as 

facilitators. Additionally, the study aims to explore various issues related to their integration into 

the host community.  

 

The reason for selecting male Congolese migrants as participants in this study is their significant 

presence as barbershop owners in Wesbank. By studying the lives of male Congolese migrant 

barbers, this research aims to gain a deeper understanding of their daily experiences as 

transnational migrants residing in Wesbank. Furthermore, this research seeks to address the gaps 

in scholarship on transnational migrants in Wesbank, specifically focusing on male Congolese 

migrants who are barbers, examining their pathways to being a barber, their perceptions of living 

within Wesbank and Cape Town, and how the dynamics and social relationships within the 

barbershops contribute to these being produced as sites of community building, belonging and 

cultural exchange. Therefore, the research will contribute to deepening the understanding of the 

everyday lives of male Congolese, shedding light on how they establish a sense of belonging within 

their adopted community. The focus on barbershops will provide an interesting perspective 

through which to explore and discuss these issues.  

 

 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



12 

1.2 Research Aims and Questions of the Study 

 

In Wesbank, a community marked by its diversity and the settlement of Congolese migrants, 

barbershops have emerged as influential establishments for cultivating a profound sense of 

belonging among these individuals. This proposed research endeavoured to explore the 

mechanisms by which Congolese men develop their identity and establish a sense of belonging 

through their engagement within barbershops in Wesbank. The study was also interested in 

examining the social connections and interactions that transpire within the local barbershop setting, 

as well as the broader integration of Congolese men within the township. Therefore, the broad 

question for this research was: 

 

What role do male Congolese-run barbershops play as sites for community-building, belonging, 

and cultural exchange? 

 

Following the above, the subsidiary questions were: 

 

1. How do the selected barbershops contribute to a shared understanding of place, identity 

and belonging among male Congolese migrants? 

 

 

 

2. In what ways do the dynamics of the selected barbershops contribute to constructing 

male Congolese migrants’ sense of belonging in Wesbank? 

 

 

The reason for the above questions was to explore different topics related to connection and 

belonging. For example, themes like 'place identities' and 'cultural connectivity' can help us 

understand the everyday experiences of Congolese male migrants in Wesbank township and their 

interactions in barbershops. Additionally, looking at these interactions has given us a better 

understanding of their connection to the wider Wesbank community.

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home
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1.3 The Significance of the Study 

 

Exploring the hair-cutting industry allows us to analyse and understand the cultural aspects 

connected to Congolese male migrants and their use of barbershops to form a sense of belonging. 

By investigating an environment that appreciates the Congolese cultural heritage, barbershops are 

sites in which cultural and social dynamics can be explored which will surface explorations of how 

these individuals construct their identities as Congolese men, and as barbers, as well as establish 

relationships within their host community, thus strengthening their sense of belonging. 

Additionally, this cultural exchange enables the preservation of the Congolese identity in the wider 

Wesbank township, promoting a stronger sense of belonging for both South Africans and migrant 

residents. 

The research questions of this study can further facilitate the examination and acquisition of 

knowledge pertaining to the significance of barbershops in facilitating social interactions between 

Congolese migrants and South Africans. The comprehensive investigation can contribute to an 

improved comprehension of the extent to which Congolese migrants are integrated within the 

broader community they reside in, as well as the various ways in which this integration manifests. 

The present study also serves as an invaluable instrument for identifying and elucidating the 

impediments encountered by Congolese migrants in assimilating and establishing connections 

within the broader community. In this regard, it offers an opportunity to delve deeper into the 

dynamics that underpin the politics of belonging, encompassing language barriers, stereotypes, 

and cultural disparities that may engender feelings of exclusion and inhibit the cultivation of a 

profound sense of affiliation. Consequently, the research questions presented form the underlying 

impetus driving this investigation, contributing to a comprehensive understanding of the issues 

expounded in this thesis. Given the significance of these challenges, it is imperative to 

acknowledge and address them conscientiously, for doing so holds the key to fostering a more 

inclusive and cohesive community.

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home
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1.4 The Structure of the Thesis 

 

 

This research study consists of six chapters in total. In Chapter One (Introduction), I briefly 

discuss the research topic and address the problem statement that led to the study. I also outline 

the research question and the significance of the research. 

 

Chapter Two (Theoretical Framework: Theory of Belonging) focuses on Yuval-Davis (2006) and 

Kim Samuel’s (2022) theory of belonging, which includes the concepts of identities and social 

positionalities from an intersectional perspective, as well as the social and political forces and 

processes which dynamically construct who is in and out of specific communities and entities I 

discuss the importance of this theory and how it applies to this research. This chapter highlights 

the concept of belonging and how it relates to everyday living experiences. 

 

 

Chapter Three (Literature Review) provides a discussion on migrants, helping us understand the 

dynamics of migration and the challenges migrants face in host countries. This chapter also 

explores different migrant communities and their roles in the informal sector. I discuss issues 

related to identity and culture, explaining how migrants negotiate their identity and maintain their 

culture in countries like South Africa. Finally, I examine gender dynamics in relation to migrants. 

 

Chapter Four (Methodology) examines the epistemological approach adopted by the research, 

and the research methods used in the study. This chapter explains the types of research methods 

employed, the participants involved, and other important factors that contributed to the study. Most 

importantly, this chapter helps to understand the rationale behind the methodology of this research. 

 

Chapter Five (Findings and Discussion) discusses the themes and patterns of the research findings 

which lays out the discussion and responses to the study's research questions.

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home
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Chapter Six (Conclusion) summarises the entire research, discusses the findings, addresses the 

strengths and limitations of the study, and examines the significance of the research findings, as 

well as laying out the recommendations for future research that needs to be conducted. 
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                                       Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework: Theory of Belonging 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter provides an outline of the theoretical framework of belonging that is utilised in this 

research study, drawing on the work of Nira Yuval-Davis and Kim Samuel. It begins by 

conceptualising belonging to provide a lucid explanation within a sociological context. 

Subsequently, it delves into the theory's principal points, including themes that align with 

‘belonging’ and other vital facets that establish a link between the dimension of belonging and the 

politics of belonging. This research is a case study of male Congolese migrants, exploring how 

they create a sense of belonging through barbershops in Wesbank Township. This chapter also 

covers other elements that describe ‘belonging’. 

 

2.2 Conceptualising Belonging 

 

Belonging is a conceptual framework employed in this study to explore how Congolese migrants 

in Wesbank establish a sense of belonging through barbershops. To grasp the concept of belonging 

and its sociological significance in understanding the experiences of male Congolese migrants in 

Wesbank, it is important to define and elucidate this term. My conceptualization of belonging 

draws on the work of Yuval-Davis (2006) and Samuel (2022).  

 

As described by Samuel (2022:136) notes that, belonging pertains to an individual’s or a group’s 

feeling of being at home, distinctive, and complete based on their shared humanity. Belonging 

encompasses elements such as individual and collective identities; the capacity of individuals to 

create meaning and purpose in their lives; communities and the social relationships and power 

dynamics within them; and processes of place-making (Samuel, 2022; Yuval-Davis, 2006). 

Samuel emphasises the centrality of self-definition and human connection in the context of 

belonging (Samuel, 2022). 

 

Yuval-Davis (2006) outlines how the concept of 'belonging' is widely employed to examine how 

individuals and societies construct a sense of belonging and the various cultural, social, economic, 

and political processes involved in constructing belonging. She argues that belonging consists of 

two  dimensions,  each  encompassing  various  elements  that  contribute  to  the  complex 
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understanding of this term. The first dimension of belonging incorporates aspects such as social 

locations, identifications/identities, emotional connections, and ethical and political values. 

Similarly, Samuel (2022: 136) notes that belonging pertains to an individual's or a group's feeling 

of being at home, distinctive, and complete based on their shared humanity. Yuval-Davis’s second 

dimension of belonging speaks to the politics of belonging (intertwined with and impacting the 

first dimension), encompassing positionalities constructed within and on based on factors such as 

race, class, gender, and nationality (Yuval-Davis, 2006). These dynamics incorporate social 

relationships and power dynamics within communities (Samuel, 2022). 

 

           2.3 Social Structure and Belonging 

 

The discussion on social structure is necessary to understand the patterns and forms of belonging. 

Social structure refers to social institutions such as cultures, communities, social organisations, 

identities, gender, race, and nation, which help to understand the patterns that people use to identify 

where they belong (Bhabha, 1994; Bornschier et al., 2021:2095). 

 

By examining social structure, social institutions assist us in understanding the diverse ways in 

which belonging is understood and constructed, imbued with significance, and interpreted by our 

society (Bornschier et al., 2021). The research exploring voting behaviour conducted by 

Bornschier et al. (2021) reveals how identity functions as a social structure and social institution, 

dividing or uniting groups of people for specific purposes or goals, such as elections. Bhabha’s 

(1994) concept of culture deepens our understanding of culture and communities as social 

structures of belonging. Notably, transnational migrants exemplify the concept of “imagined 

communities” (Anderson, 1983), which is also employed by Bhabha, illustrating how belonging 

and exclusion manifest simultaneously within host countries for certain groups of individuals 

(Bhabha, 1994:7). 

 

According to Becker (2015), culture is more than a regular practice undertaken by groups of 

individuals to forge their own identities. It also reveals information about their origins, self- 

perception across time, and future aspirations. This perspective offers a clear illustration of 

belonging as culture becomes a social structure. In her research, Becker primarily focused on how 

South Africans negotiate the meaning of their culture in the post-apartheid era because it is an 

integral part of their identity (Becker, 2015). Therefore, cultural identity plays a significant role in 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



18 

discussions of belonging. Although Becker rejected the categorization of culture as an analytical 

framework in her cultural study, as she focused on culture as a practice-based category, this does 

not negate the fact that culture is invariably linked to people’s identity, sense of belonging, and the 

interpretation of all aspects that shape their daily lives (Becker, 2015). Thus, the inclusion of 

cultures, communities, and other social institutions remains pivotal in the exploration of social 

structures of belonging (Bhabha, 1994). 

 

In the context of this research, social structure is deemed a necessary element to comprehend the 

nature of African transnational migrants, specifically the male Congolese community residing in 

Wesbank township, who are the primary focus of this study. The social structure, comprising 

fundamental elements such as culture, community, social organisation, gender, race, nation, and 

identity, plays a critical role in facilitating the analysis and interpretation of the lifestyles of the 

male Congolese migrant population in Wesbank. Therefore, social structure, as a social institution, 

is a fundamental component that helps clarify different forms of belonging (Bonschier et al., 2021). 

 

Social structure also gives us the idea of framing. For example, culture and other social institutions 

help us see things in context, set boundaries, and understand how they are used to make sense of 

belonging. Cultures function as social institutions because they provide a framework to understand 

people’s belonging to cultural groups in society. That is to show not everyone belongs to the same 

culture but instead to various cultures (Becker, 2015). This is why social structure helps us 

understand the framing that occurs in different social institutions and how the concept of belonging 

plays into all of this. Gender identities also serve as frames for various reasons and purposes. For 

instance, males and females are often distinguished from each other to the extent that males are 

regarded as stronger vessels compared to females, and they are protectors of their households. The 

idea of a family structure itself provides an example of this, with a father, mother, and children. 

The father is often seen as a protector and provider, although women also play a role in providing 

for their families (Dodson et al., 2008). The ideology of a family is often perceived in that way, 

and the structure of a family also demonstrates how cultural structure influences these beliefs. 

Different cultures have different ways of seeing things, including beliefs and cultural practices 

(Mfecane, 2016). This further substantiates why social structure as a social institution is so 

important in matters of belonging (Bhabha, 1994; Bornschier et al., 2021). Therefore, this section 

has underscored the crucial relationship between social structure and belonging, emphasising their 
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inextricable interdependence, to establish their significance in shaping the sociological 

understanding of belonging. 

 

           2.4 Social Identities and Belonging 

 

The concept of social identity holds substantial importance in sociological discussions surrounding 

the notion of belonging. Social identity refers to the recognition individuals possess regarding their 

membership in specific social groups, which significantly influences their emotional attachment 

and values (Tajfel, 1972: 292, as cited in Hogg et al., 2004: 248). Within the context of belonging, 

understanding social identity necessitates consideration of elements such as identities falling under 

Yuval-Davis’s (2006) first dimension of belonging, providing insights into the relationship 

between social identity and belonging. Furthermore, individuals' identities offer significant 

insights into their authenticity and the extent of their affiliation with specific groups (Hoggy and 

Terry, 2000). In essence, social identity serves as a means for individuals to define themselves, 

their representations, origins, and future trajectories. Therefore, comprehending the process of how 

and why social identities are constructed is pivotal in exploring the processes of belonging.  

 

A concrete example that elucidates the relationship between social identity and belonging is 

cultural identity, which encompasses an individual's affiliation with a particular culture. Cultural 

identity not only distinguishes one culture from another but also serves as a manifestation of an 

individual's alignment with specific groups, significantly contributing to their social identity (Hall, 

2015: 223). A prominent instance of such cultural identities can be observed during South Africa's 

Heritage Day, a public holiday where individuals celebrate their respective cultures, unveiling 

facets of their social differences and their belonging to diverse cultural groups (Becker, 2015: 374). 

By observing cultural practices and beliefs, social differences and distinctions further emerge 

(Mfecane, 2016). Social identity and social differentiation are intricately intertwined, as 

exemplified by Mfecane's (2016) study on Xhosa masculinity, which sheds light on how Xhosa 

individuals perceive manhood within their cultural context. These beliefs and perceptions 

distinctively set them apart from other cultural groups in South Africa (Becker, 2015). 

Consequently, social identity plays an undeniable role in belonging, as it enables diverse methods 

of social differentiation and positioning within contemporary society (Becker, 2015; Mfecane, 

2016). 
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The primary focus of this research study concentrates on male Congolese transnational migrants 

who frequent Wesbank barbershops. This is where we can observe the intersection of identities 

such as racial identity, nationality identity, and gender identity in order to better understand the 

male Congolese community. Through social identity, insight into the significance of identity in 

constructing a sense of belonging becomes evident (Hoggy and Terry, 2000). In the case of 

Congolese transnational migrants, social identity offers an opportunity to analyse their positioning 

as both outsiders and insiders within their host community, given that they originate from the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo, their homeland. Identity encompasses diverse types of 

identities, including gendered, racialised, and national aspects, all of which are crucial and relevant 

within this research context of belonging. 

 

Social identities further provide a clear understanding of patterns, as there is an intersection 

between social identity and social structure (Bornschier et al., 2021). That is why identities are 

used not only in various contexts but also as a social construction that helps us understand how 

they are linked to the ideology of belonging. Therefore, although there is a link between the factors 

of belonging, such as culture, race, gender, nationality, and others, it is worth noting that belonging 

can be explained and understood differently for each concept. In this section, I showcase examples 

of each social category that is used as a social identity. Firstly, the Congolese migrants can be 

identified as either Congolese citizens or transnational migrants. This classification highlights the 

fact that they do not have deep connections to South Africa, in contrast to the citizens of the 

country. As a result, they are viewed as both outsiders because of their nationality which clearly 

shows they are from the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), and being insiders as 

individuals living within their host community.  

 

Secondly, within the focus of this research, the Congolese participants can be identified as black 

males, reflecting their racialized and gendered identities, as all the barbers and clients in this study 

are black men. They are black Congolese men rather than black South African men, highlighting 

a clear distinction. According to De Jong (2017), understanding gendered identities aids in 

comprehending how men establish their masculinity in diverse ways. The necessity for Congolese 

men to assert their masculinity emerges from the challenges they face in South Africa due to 

xenophobia, and that allows them to defend themselves and protect their pride as Congolese men 

while also combating stigmatisation (De Jong, 2017; Ammann and Staudacher, 2021). For 
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instance, Congolese men residing in Johannesburg have actively challenged negative stereotypes 

within South Africa, promoting a sense of pride and belonging (De Jong, 2017:107). Indeed, 

identity serves as a means for individuals to exhibit pride and establish a sense of belonging in 

multifaceted ways. It is crucial to acknowledge that social  

 

identity encompasses various types of identities, including cultural, national, gender, and religious, 

among others not explicitly mentioned. Understanding social identity aids in grasping the broader 

social categories these identities encompass and the groups of individuals affiliated with them 

(Hoggy and Terry, 2000). This clarification underscores why social identity is interconnected with 

belonging and is consequently instrumental in exploring the experiences of black male barbers and 

clients from Congo within Wesbank township. 

 

Culture plays a significant role in this context, as it encompasses not only food and clothing but 

also other elements that represent the migrants' identity throughout the host country (Murara, 

2020). Consequently, the concept of belonging becomes intertwined with the notion of home, 

including family and friends (Bonnet, 2021). It is important to acknowledge that even though 

transnational migrants in host countries maintain connections with individuals from their home 

country, personal belongings are also significant as they serve as reminders of their place of origin 

(Marschall, 2019). 

 

2.5 Social Networks and Community Formation 

 

Social networks are crucial for all transnational migrants who relocate to other countries 

(Blumenstock et al., 2022). According to Gelderblom and Adams (2006), social networks refer to 

the interconnectedness found in various social relationships that keep individuals together for a 

specific goal. Although Gelderblom and Adams’ (2006) research dates back, the meaning of social 

networking remains unchanged in our society. A recent study also supports the idea that social 

networks serve as a means for migrants to connect with one another and learn about various work 

opportunities in other countries, shaping their decision to leave their home country (Blumenstock 

et al., 2022: 2). Therefore, these social networks enable transnational migrants to share their living 

experiences and make information easily accessible. The concept of ‘social network’ in the context 

of migration closely aligns with the definition of ‘migrant networks’ proposed by Gelderblom and 

Adams (2006: 227). Migrant networks represent the social relationships of transnational migrants 
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across different countries. We observe this among African transnational migrants in South Africa 

who maintain communication with friends and families in their home countries (De Jong, 2017; 

Murara, 2020). Blumenstock et al. highlight communication as ‘informational capital’ in their 

research, where valuable information is shared among social connections such as friends and 

families (2022: 7).  

 

In their study, Gelderblom and Adams (2006) emphasize the significance of ‘migrant networks’ in 

the lives of transnational migrants and how these networks are formed. Through the lens of social 

networking, it becomes evident that social ties form the foundation of these relationships. Social 

ties are defined as connections based on shared understanding that can encompass family 

membership, friendship, and shared nationality (Sibanda, 2010: 49). This concept aligns with the 

notion of social capital, which allows us to comprehend the various types of relationships and their 

underlying purposes. Putnam (1995) defines social capital as the interdependence of individuals 

in groups, relying on one another to achieve common goals. In the context of transnational 

migrants, the common goals also include access to new work opportunities and generating income 

to support their families. Gelderblom and Adams (2006) highlight the importance of ‘migrant 

networks’ in this regard, while Blumenstock et al. (2022) utilize the concept of ‘social networks’ 

in their study, which essentially shares the same meaning as 'migrant networks.' 

 

Social networks are also important and helpful to transnational migrants during social exclusion 

on issues related to Afrophobia (De Jong, 2017; Murara, 2020). De Jong’s (2017) recent research 

provides a good example of how Congolese men in Johannesburg used their social networks to 

stay in touch with their home country and form their sense of belonging as a community through 

their cultural music and fashion. This clearly shows that where there are social networks of 

transnational migrants in host countries, we are likely to come across community formation, which 

is helpful for them to create a sense of belonging as outsiders. This perspective can be helpful 

when examining Congolese men in Wesbank.   

 

Furthermore, concepts such as social networks and migrant networks are tied to social capital 

(Putnam, 1995). Transnational migrants often form groups of individuals who share trust among 

themselves. It’s important to note that social capital does not eliminate the existence of disparities 

in social connectedness among migrants’ relationships (Lesage and Ha, 2012). In their study, 
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Lesage and Ha (2012) identified the presence of strong and weak ties, which remains relevant 

today when examining social capital (De Jong, 2017; Murara, 2020; Blumenstock et al., 2022). 

Strong ties encompass deep friendships, shared interests, emotional connections, and high levels 

of trust (Lesage and Ha, 2012: 3). Examples of strong ties can be observed in close friends who 

have a comprehensive understanding of one another. Weak ties represent relationships where 

individuals may not have close friendships but share common interests (Lesage and Ha, 2012). 

Therefore, where there is social networking and community formation, there are also different 

types of ties that exist. 

 

           2.6 Place and Belonging 

 

Yuval-Davis's notion of social location is a critical aspect to consider within the first dimension of 

belonging, where the physical space or place occupied serves significant social, cultural, and 

economic purposes for individuals (Vandemark, 2007: 242). Space is often perceived as the actual 

location and physical geography, representing the tangible, real-world aspect. On the other hand, 

place is about the meaning we attach to space, encompassing the significance it holds for us, our 

personal or cultural connections, and our identity (Vandemark, 2007: 243). The social relationships 

binding people within specific spaces facilitate the creation of a sense of belonging (Vandemark, 

2007). Analysing social location through the prism of belonging offers insights into not only 

identity but also the rationale underlying individuals' movements to particular places (Yuval- 

Davis, 2006). It asks us to consider the motives prompting Congolese migrants to relocate to South 

Africa (Amisi, 2006). The connection between place and belonging requires us to consider the 

dynamics involved in determining where transnational communities ‘choose’ to locate; the social, 

cultural, and economic interactions with local communities, and the social meanings attached to 

these processes. The individuals' sense of belonging may vary within specific settings and will be 

affected by their experience of their chosen place of residence and work. 

 

Location plays an important role in understanding the experiences of Congolese transnational 

migrants who live in Wesbank township and their thoughts on the importance of barbershop 

spaces. When we think about a place and how it helps us feel like we belong, it’s important to 

understand how individuals connect with the places they spend time in, like their job or their 

neighbourhood. The Congolese who live in Wesbank and work as barbers are a great example of 
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how someone can feel a sense of belonging in a new place. Understanding location and belonging 

can help us learn more about how individuals connect with the spaces they live and work in and 

how that shapes their sense of belonging. 

 

The concept of location is also associated with 'place attachment,' involving an emotional 

connection to specific places (Albers et al., 2021). Place attachment is defined as "a 

multidimensional affective bond between people and places, involving a symbolic relationship 

with the place and the willingness to maintain proximity with the place" (Albers et al., 2021: 4). 

In the dynamics of belonging, place attachment becomes crucial in understanding how 

transnational migrants develop emotional ties to the places they migrate to. Albers' (2021) study 

enhances our comprehension of the concept of place attachment concerning belonging, providing 

a clear explanation of transnational migrants' sentiments about the location and the reasons for 

their relocation. 

 

Additionally, it is worth noting that place and belonging uncover the politics of belonging, where 

we see the power dynamics that inform us about who "belongs" to a particular place and why 

(Yuval-Davis, 2006). We can examine the power dynamics that exist based on factors such as race, 

class, gender, and nationality, which inform us about who is able to occupy and move around a 

place and space freely without exclusion. Yuval-Davis's politics of belonging refers to the idea of 

who is in and out and how power informs us about who has access to space and is free to move 

around. African transnational migrants are an example of individuals in South Africa who fear 

xenophobic attacks that cause them to become victims of hate crimes (Amisi, 2006; Murara, 2020) 

and fear their place of business being torched or ransacked. It's what they might experience as 

foreign nationals -- that they are outsiders and feel excluded and unsafe, given that South Africa 

is not their home of origin. Those are some of the issues they confront when we look at the politics 

of belonging through the lens of power dynamics. Yuval-Davis' (2006) second dimension of 

belonging, which is the 'politics of belonging', clearly demonstrates to us how power works even 

in host countries where foreigners feel excluded from work opportunities because the citizens 

believe they are only meant for them (Murara, 2020). That further explains issues of xenophobia 

towards foreigners because they are often perceived as individuals who do not belong to the 

country (Amisi, 2006). Therefore, they do not have the same rights and powers as citizens do. That 

showcases their vulnerability as a result of their nationality, and this is where we see the 'politics 
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of place' that bring the unsettling reality to African transnational migrants, even though they do 

not all go through the same experiences. Power dynamics also allow us to see a clear picture of 

South African citizens being in a better position and having more power compared to African 

transnational migrants (Murara, 2020). 

 

Yuval-Davis's (2006) politics of belonging, because it talks about power dynamics in various 

situations, also helps us understand the brief history of South Africa during apartheid. It is 

important to note that the politics of place does not only refer to apartheid, but instead we are also 

able to see how power was used to determine who was in and out of certain places that were 

regarded as only for white South African (Dhupelia-Mesthrie, 2000). As we can see, race was used 

as a factor to determine who belongs /or should live in places like the Black River and others in 

Cape Town as a result of the policies that were created to exclude black South Africans, such as 

Africans, Indians, and Coloureds (Dhupelia-Mesthrie, 2000; Field, 2012). The same example can 

be seen in post-apartheid South Africa, where there are issues between citizens and foreigners, and 

nationality becomes a determining factor in this case that reveals the division between citizens and 

foreigners (Amisi, 2006; Murara, 2020). Therefore, place and belonging play a critical role in 

understanding belonging and the politics of belonging.  

 

          2.7 The Politics of Belonging 

 

The second dimension of Yuval-Davis's framework, which is the 'politics of belonging', also helps 

us to see beyond the power dynamics. An example of this is the social construction of belonging 

and the processes involved in each aspect, through which we also learn about the politics that 

follow (Yuval-Davis, 2006). We see this in every factor of belonging, such as nationality, class, 

and others, where the politics reveal the background and issues that cause exclusion. Foreign 

nationals in places like South Africa are seen as a threat by the citizens in terms of job opportunities 

(Murara, 2020). Therefore, because of their national identity, there is tension between them and 

South Africans (Amisi, 2006). This explains issues like xenophobia and how they begin, further 

revealing that the tension is happening because foreigners like African transnational migrants do 

not belong to South Africa (Murara, 2020). There is no denying that there are power dynamics 

involved in these issues, but the politics go beyond showcasing the causes. While Yuval-Davis's 

(2006) politics of belonging teaches us about power dynamics, we are also exposed to reasons that 
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explain the politics that are in place. 

 

For instance, social identity, when examined through the lens of belonging, allows us to gain 

insights into various social categories and their purposes (Hogg et al., 2004). However, Yuval- 

Davis's (2006) theoretical concept of the "politics of belonging" provides a different perspective, 

highlighting the complexity of the belonging concept in the context of social reality, where politics 

come into play. These politics shed light on unsettling issues and reveal the presence of issues like 

xenophobia. For instance, African transnational migrants often experience fear of xenophobia 

attacks because their safety is not guaranteed during the period of violence (Amisi, 2006; Murara, 

2020). This clarifies the second dimension of belonging in Yuval-Davis's framework, emphasising 

the significance of not only considering the politics of place, nationality, gender, and many more, 

but also exploring the rich array of explanations that shed light on the issues related to belonging 

and social exclusion. Therefore, this research will focus on the contrasting experiences and 

conflicts experienced between citizens and Congolese transnational migrants, and then go on to 

consider how considerations of nationality intersect with gender and race. 

 

          2.7.1 Belonging, xenophobia and the politics of place in Cape Town, South Africa 

 

Migration refers to the phenomenon of human mobility, wherein individuals relocate from one 

geographical location to another for a variety of reasons (Bell and Muhidin, 2009:1). It is crucial 

to acknowledge the distinction between internal migration and international migration. Internal 

migration pertains to the movement of individuals within the borders of their own country, such 

as when citizens relocate from one region to another within South Africa; an example of this is 

individuals moving from other regions to Cape Town in Wesbank township as beneficiaries of the 

Reconstruction Development Program (RDP) in Cape Town (Blommaert et al., 2005). On the other 

hand, we also see an example of international migration in which communities from outside South 

Africa, such as the Congolese and other foreigners, move to the same township (Dyers, 2018). It 

is important to note that this example of international migration can be observed through other 

foreigners moving to different regions of the country (De Jong, 2017; Inaka and Trapido, 2015). 

This is where we also learn about the term ‘national identity’, which refers to someone's nationality 

and reveals the country they are originally from (Hogg et al, 2004; Dyers, 2018; Murara, 2020). 

Additionally, it can be argued that it is a social category that also refers to the birthplace of 
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individuals and where they belong in terms of place and nation. Through nationality, we are first 

able to distinguish citizens from foreigners in countries like South Africa (Murara, 2020). That is 

why we have South African as a national identity and category, which includes all those who are 

citizens of the country under one umbrella while at the same time excluding non-citizens, such as 

Congolese, Somalians, Ethiopians, and individuals from other nations who do not belong under 

the South African umbrella (see Amisi, 2006; Inaka and Trapido, 2015; Dyers, 2018; Murara, 

2020). Nationality informs us who belongs to a particular nation or country when categorising 

individuals based on their nationality.  

 

Dyers (2018) employs the concept of “trans-local migration,” which aligns with the idea of internal 

migration discussed by Poston and Mickilin (2005). These authors discuss different types of 

migration, helping us to understand the different groups of migrants. It was through their work that 

we gained insights into both internal and international migration in South Africa (Amisi, 2006; 

Inaka and Trapido, 2015; Dyers, 2018; Murara, 2020) (Poston and Micklin, 2005: 349). Migration 

is closely connected to feeling a sense of belonging in new locations, often turning them into a 

second home for many individuals (Ralph and Staeheli, 2011). Ralph and Staeheli’s (2011) study 

delves into the interplay of home, migration, and the sense of belonging, shedding light on the 

relationship between place and migration. At this point, I prefer to use the term “transnational 

migrants” to refer to foreign nationals, as it has gained popularity over the years and is useful for 

categorising individuals from other countries (Dyers, 2018). Transnational migrants in South 

Africa demonstrate that a place can feel like a second home, even if their stay is intended to be 

temporary. They foster a sense of belonging and identity through interactions with the host 

country’s citizens (Tawodzera and Chikanda, 2016; Dyers, 2018; Murara, 2020). Exploring the 

politics of belonging allows for an examination of social attitudes towards transnational migrants 

and the challenges they encounter (Amisi, 2006; Tawodzera and Chikanda, 2016). 

I use the concept of African transnational migrants to be specific about the transnational migrants 

that are facing xenophobia in South Africa. These migrants, who are primarily from Africa, often 

face the perception of being outsiders due to their national identity. They are unfairly accused of 

taking jobs away from South Africans and are blamed for issues such as housing shortages, 

unemployment, crime, and ongoing poverty in the country (Murara, 2020: 13). This blame directed 

towards them as non-citizens, highlights the presence of Afrophobia, which helps to explain the 

xenophobia in South Africa (Ochonu, 2020). While xenophobia encompasses a general hatred 
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towards transnational migrants from different countries who are perceived as strangers in the host 

country (Amisi, 2006; Murara, 2020), Afrophobia, on the other hand, showcases that it is not just 

xenophobia given that African transnational migrants become the target and victims. That is why 

it is argued that the issue of xenophobia in South Africa is rather afrophobic (Ochonu, 2020). 

Afrophobia is the rejection of individuals in South Africa who come from other parts of Africa and 

are typically poorer, making them perceived as a greater threat to the already impoverished and 

marginalised community members in South Africa (Amisi, 2006; Dodson et al., 2008; De Jong, 

2017; Murara, 2020). In other words, xenophobia helps us grasp the presence of Afrophobia in the 

South African context, which highlights the negative attitudes primarily directed towards African 

descendants (Amisi, 2006; De Jong, 2017; Murara, 2020). This sheds light on the everyday stigma 

and discrimination faced by African transnational migrants, which can escalate and give rise to 

xenophobic sentiments (Amisi, 2006; Dodson et al., 2008; Mlambo and Adetiba, 2020; Murara, 

2020). 

 

Through the analytical framework of belonging, it becomes possible to delve deeper into issues 

such as xenophobia in South Africa, which represents a conflict between locals and African 

transnational migrants (Murara, 2020). The lack of service delivery and the deepening social and 

economic inequalities experienced by South Africans have created fertile ground for xenophobia. 

This demonstrates the politics of citizenship and the political projects that create a division between 

migrants and citizens, delineating an "us" versus "them" mentality (Yuval-Davis, 2006). 

Consequently, transnational migrants in South Africa have resorted to creating their own 

employment opportunities because of these political dynamics (Amisi, 2006; Tawodzera and 

Chikanda, 2016). They also strive to promote their identity and pride to counter stereotypes and 

animosity directed towards African transnational migrants, like the Congolese community in 

Johannesburg (De Jong, 2017). The politics of belonging manifest in specific social locations, 

where the politics of social identities come into play (Dhupelia-Mesthrie, 2000). An examination 

of South Africa during the apartheid era reveals the politics of place, which involved forcibly 

removing marginalised groups of individuals from areas exclusively designated for whites 

(Dhupelia-Mesthrie, 2000). This sheds light on the past experiences of social exclusion and 

discrimination faced by black South African citizens, experiences that persist in contemporary 

South Africa. Similar dynamics apply particularly to African transnational migrants in post- 

apartheid South Africa, where they encounter discrimination and social exclusion, receiving a clear 
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message of being unwelcome as non-South African descendants (Amisi, 2006; Crush and 

Chikanda, 2015; Murara, 2020). The increased involvement of transnational migrants in informal 

businesses can be attributed to political factors and issues related to xenophobia (De Jong, 2017). 

Thus, the politics of belonging can further contribute to understanding the experiences and 

challenges faced by Congolese transnational migrants in Wesbank. 

 

Furthermore, it is important to note that transnational migrants who possess valid permits or legal 

documentation have the right to claim a sense of belonging in their host country for a specific 

reason and period of time (Dodson et al., 2008). Conversely, individuals without the necessary 

permits or legal papers are typically considered non-belonging individuals in South Africa and are 

therefore escorted back to their country of origin (Mlambo and Adetiba, 2020). 

 

          2.7.2 Gender Intersections: Masculinity and the Influence of Nationality, Race, and Identity 

 

 

Gender identity, masculinity, culture, and the politics of belonging intersect with one another (De 

Jong, 2017; Ammann and Staudacher, 2021). To comprehend this intersection, it is beneficial to 

familiarize oneself with intersectionality theory, which explores various issues, including those 

related to gender and masculinity. According to Rabe et al., intersectionality refers to the 

recognition of imbalances caused by various social categories that affect individuals' daily 

experiences and outcomes (2022:227). This can be observed through categories such as race, 

gender, masculinity, class, and others. In essence, intersectionality allows us to acknowledge the 

differing oppression experienced by individuals in society, as well as the unequal distribution of 

power (Levine-Rasky, 2011). It enables us to gain a deeper understanding of the complex realities 

we encounter, including those we do not know about (Coaston, 2019). Coaston's (2019) study 

supports both Rabe et al.'s (2022) and Levine-Rasky's (2011) arguments on intersectionality, 

revealing the overlooked issues when examining issues related to race, gender, class, and other 

social categories that shape individuals' experiences. As complex as it is to understand this concept, 

it allows us to rationalise different relationships and learn about individuals' 'social position' and 

'social positioning' in various contexts (Levine-Rasky, 2011). 

 

In this section, I discuss gender, race, and masculinity through an intersectional lens. Gender refers 

to social categories such as male and female or men and women, which help us understand the 
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biological differences in sex (Wood and Eagly, 2009: 109). However, other constructions of gender 

identities showcase that gender can also be perceived as a social category based on how individuals 

feel and see themselves in society (Wood and Eagly, 2009, 109). This understanding also helps us 

grasp that individuals may identify themselves as something else other than their biological sex 

(Wood and Eagly, 2009: 117). This research will only focus on gender identity, which draws a 

distinction between male and female based on biological sex. This distinction is important because 

the study is designed to investigate only male Congolese transnational migrants in Wesbank. 

Therefore, it is crucial to make that distinction. Race is a social category used to distinguish or 

divide individuals into racial groups such as 'black', 'white' and others to indicate where they belong 

in terms of racial categories (see Levine-Rasky, 2011; Coaston, 2019; Rabe et al., 2022). And 

masculinity, on the other hand, refers to the notion of what it means to be a real man in various 

cultures and in different contexts (Connell, 1995; Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005; Mfecane, 

2016; De Jong, 2017).Through the lens of intersectionality, we are exposed to gender inequalities 

in our society, not only witnessing different living experiences between men and women but also 

inequalities within the male gender (Rasky, 2011; Mfecane, 2016; De Jong, 2017). According to 

Connell (1995), men's bodies, which refer to the male gender in this context, become the focus 

when exploring what masculinity is all about. In masculinity, we learn how males are perceived 

and measured to make a clear distinction of who is considered real men, since not all are treated 

the same in society (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005; Mfecane, 2016; De Jong, 2017). Various 

cultures, like Ama-Xhosa in South Africa, have provided insights into masculinity within their 

context, emphasising a distinction between a boy and a man (Mfecane, 2016). Examining this 

example reveals that not all males are treated equally, and cultural norms dictate who is considered 

a real man. Real men are regarded as superior and powerful compared to others who are perceived 

as inferior (Connell, 1995). 

 

De Jong's (2017) study provides a compelling illustration of how Congolese transnational migrants 

in Johannesburg employ their cultural music and fashion to articulate their masculinity as 

Congolese men residing in South Africa. This stands in contrast to the conceptualization of 

masculinity within the Xhosa context, as theorized by Mfecane (2016), underscoring the diversity 

in the construction of masculinity. African transnational migrants, like Congolese men, and South 

African Xhosa men, both fall under the same racial and gender category of being black man. 

However, distinctions in their nationality and cultural backgrounds shape their sense of belonging 
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and cultural identity, influencing the perception of masculinity within their respective communities 

(Mfecane, 2016; De Jong, 2017). Understanding masculinity necessitates considering intersections 

between gender identity, race, and nationality, providing insights from diverse cultural 

perspectives. While Mfecane's (2016) study emphasises the differentiation between a boy and a 

man within the Xhosa context, De Jong's (2017) research offers valuable insights into Congolese 

cultural perspectives on masculinity. Mfecane's (2016) study primarily focuses on the Xhosa 

context, it serves to illustrate cultural variations in the perception and expression of masculinity 

across different communities. De Jong's (2017) study, with its emphasis on Congolese cultural 

perspectives, significantly contributes to understanding masculinity, particularly within the context 

of Congolese transnational migrants. This understanding is instrumental in exploring the lives of 

Congolese transnational migrants in Wesbank township, particularly within the setting of 

barbershops. Therefore, De Jong's (2017) research is valuable for the current study, enhancing our 

comprehension of masculinity within this specific cultural context. 

 

To comprehend why it was necessary for Congolese men in Johannesburg to assert their 

masculinity within the confines of South Africa, De Jong's (2017) study reveals the painful reality 

they faced due to xenophobic attitudes towards African transnational migrants. African 

transnational migrants, referring to Congolese men in this case, encountered discrimination and 

were regarded as inferior. Murara (2020) examines this issue not specifically within the Congolese 

community, but across various communities of African transnational migrants who shared similar 

experiences during her research. This emphasizes the underlying nature of the issue as nothing 

other than Afrophobia, as discussed earlier. De Jong's (2017) study illustrates how African 

transnational migrants, specifically Congolese men in Johannesburg, asserted themselves to 

challenge negative stereotypes and promote their sense of pride and identity. This is where social 

position and social positioning come into play, revealing how these migrants were perceived 

because of their nationality which led to Afrophobia and how they positioned themselves as better 

in contrast to South African men (Levine-Rasky, 2011; De Jong, 2017). 

 

De Jong (2017) employs the concept of "displays of masculinity" to provide insight into the 

significance for Congolese men living in Johannesburg to utilize their cultural music and fashion 

for elevation. According to De Jong (2017), Soukous and la SAPE hold significant importance for 

Congolese men, reflecting their identity. Soukous refers to Congolese music that uplifts them about 
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their life achievements and identity, applicable to both Congolese from the Democratic Republic 

of Congo (DRC) and the Republic of Congo (DR) (De Jong, 2017: 107). De Jong (2017) argues 

that Soukous is one of the tools used by Congolese transnational migrants in Johannesburg to 

restore their dignity, respect, and identity. On the other hand, la SAPE serves as another tool that 

instills dignity, pride, and identity in the way Congolese men dress in cultural attire, enabling them 

to stand out. This explains why they employ these tools not only to assert their masculinity but 

also to empower themselves and counter negative stereotypes from South Africans (De Jong, 

2017). 

 

Masculinity is therefore constructed differently for Congolese transnational migrants, and both 

music and fashion are important components in understanding their cultural context (De Jong, 

2017). Not only are there intersections and power dynamics in gender and masculinity, but De 

Jong's (2017) study also allows us to realize there is both inclusion and exclusion. Congolese 

females are excluded from the tools that uplift Congolese men because the focus is on empowering 

men, not Congolese females. On the other hand, non-Congolese men like South African may share 

belonging and inclusion in terms of race and gender identity, but culture and nationality break 

down these connections (De Jong, 2017). It is one of the reasons why it is so important to grasp 

masculinity not only from Connell's (1995) definition or Mfecane's (2016), but also from the 

cultural perspective of others. This will be much helpful for the analysis of Congolese men in 

Wesbank.  
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          2.8 Conclusion 

 

In my thesis, both belonging and the politics of belonging are particularly relevant to analysing the 

everyday experiences of male Congolese participants residing in Wesbank. The focus on selected 

barbershops in Wesbank provides a lens through which to examine the social, political, and 

economic dynamics informing the participants’ sense of belonging as transnational migrants and 

the processes of inclusion and exclusion experienced within the politics of belonging. The 

analytical framework of the politics of belonging allows for a comprehensive understanding of the 

strategies they employ to navigate their experiences of exclusion and the resulting difficulties 

associated with being an African transnational migrant in Wesbank township. This thesis will shed 

light on issues and dynamics that speak to the social reality of African transnational migrants, 

specifically focusing on Congolese male migrants. The study is centred on understanding how they 

form a sense of belonging in post-apartheid townships such as Wesbank. 

This chapter has provided an outline of the theory of belonging, highlighting its connection to 

identity and place (Yuval-Davis, 2006). Additionally, Samuel's (2022) definition and application 

of the concept of belonging have offered a fresh perspective and enhanced understanding of its 

contextual interpretations. The relevance of Yuval-Davis' (2006) conceptual framework of 

belonging has been explored, asserting its significance as an analytical tool for this study, which 

focuses on male Congolese migrants in Wesbank. Furthermore, the two dimensions of belonging 

have been examined, illustrating how the concept operates. The first dimension emphasises 

individuals' sense of belonging to social categories that validate their identities and provide a sense 

of place. The second dimension, the politics of belonging, has been discussed to underscore the 

inherently political nature interconnected with discussions on belonging and the related 

mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion. Key themes aligned with the concept of belonging, 

including race and gender, have been addressed to underscore their importance and how they are 

utilised in both dimensions of belonging. The following chapter will delve into the literature 

review.   
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

In the post-apartheid era, a significant number of transnational migrants have relocated to South 

Africa with the objective of securing their livelihoods and those of their families (Inaka and 

Trapido, 2015; Tawodzera and Chikanda, 2016; Murara, 2020). There are various reasons behind 

their migration from their homeland to their host country, as indicated in previous studies dating 

back (Amisi, 2006; Dodson et al., 2008; Bell and Muhidin, 2009; Ralph and Staeheli, 2011) and 

in recent ones (Inaka and Trapido, 2015; Murara, 2020; Blumenstock et al., 2022; Katser, 2022; 

Mesthrie et al., 2022). This chapter covers several themes, including the exploration of migration 

to South Africa, transnational economic survival strategies, distinctions among African 

transnational migrants in South Africa, and the construction of a sense of belonging. Additionally, 

this section addresses other themes that reflect the social reality of African transnational migrants, 

with a particular focus on Congolese migrants. 

 

3.2 Considering Migration 

 

As noted earlier, migration refers to the phenomenon of human mobility, wherein individuals 

relocate from one geographical location to another region or country for a variety of reasons (Bell 

and Muhidin, 2009:1). African transnational migrants who relocated to South African townships, 

including Wesbank, exemplify the essence of migration (Dyers, 2018). However, it is important 

to distinguish between internal and international migration when discussing this topic (see Bell 

and Muhidin, 2009; Dyers, 2018). Dyers (2018) argues that internal migration pertains to citizens 

moving to other parts of the country, while international migration involves transnational migrants 

moving to other countries. Her research illustrates this through South African citizens and 

transnational migrants cohabiting in Wesbank township (Dyers, 2018). This example underscores 

the need to not only comprehend migration but also discern the distinction between internal and 

international migration (Bell and Muhidin, 2009; Dyers, 2018).  

To further elucidate this concept, it is imperative to exercise caution. Migration itself facilitates a 

deeper understanding of the concept of belonging, underscoring the importance of differentiating
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between internal and international migration. Dyers (2018) introduces the concept of 'trans-local 

migration,' which pertains to internal migration within the South African context—a movement of 

South African nationals who belong as citizens but relocate to other regions within the country's 

borders. Conversely, transnational migration involves international movement and offers insights 

into those who do not belong to a country as citizens (Dyers, 2018; Murara, 2020). This nuanced 

perspective emphasizes the need for a comprehensive understanding of migration, considering 

critical aspects. Viewing migration through the lens of belonging enables insights not only into 

migration and place but also into notions of belonging and non-belonging. This ongoing 

exploration sheds light on citizens and individuals striving to establish a sense of belonging in 

countries like South Africa (Dyers, 2018; Murara, 2020; Mesthrie et al., 2022). For transnational 

migrants, host countries often serve as places they come to consider a second home, where they 

forge a sense of belonging (Ralph and Staeheli, 2011; Katser, 2022; Mesthrie et al., 2022). 

 

          3.3 Reasons for Migration to South Africa 

 

There are many reasons why people decide to migrate to different locations, whether it be within 

their own country or internationally (Czaika and Reinprecht, 2022). Czaika and Reinprecht's 

(2022) research focuses on various types of migrants and examines the reasons that push and pull 

factors caused them to migrate to different countries. It is secondary research that provides relevant 

information on migration. According to Czaika and Reinprecht (2022), migration is driven by 

factors that represent both challenges to livelihoods and opportunities to satisfy personal needs. In 

other words, individuals may choose to migrate due to economic hardships, including difficulties 

in securing employment in their home country or region, which can result in both internal and 

international migration. Migration is also caused by political issues, such as wars in certain 

countries, which lead migrants to seek safer places for the protection of their families (Murara, 

2020). Owen (2015), in his study conducted in Muizenberg, also goes in-depth to discuss the early 

migration of Congolese migrants to South Africa. He reveals that one of the reasons Congolese 

migrated to South Africa was their desire to secure a better future for their families. His study also 

helps to understand how the Congolese have been settling since they moved to the host country. 

 

Murara's (2020) study was conducted in South Africa, specifically in communities called Phoenix 

and Joe Slovo in Cape Town, where she examined social interactions between African 

transnational migrants from the Great Lakes Region and South Africans. Communities such as Joe 

Slove have become safer spaces for transnational migrants to migrate to compared to where they 
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came from (Murara, 2020). This is why Czaika and Reinprecht (2022) argue that migration is 

influenced by a combination of push and pull factors. Pull factors include work opportunities 

where African transnational migrants can open businesses in South Africa such as barbershops, 

salons, restaurants, and more (see Dyers, 2018: 79; Murara, 2020: 88). These opportunities not 

only include work opportunities such as security guard jobs and others (Murara, 2020: 109) but 

also provide opportunities for transnational migrants to become entrepreneurs in the host country 

(Inaka and Trapido, 2015; Dyers, 2018).  

The opportunities may change over time, but the fact of the matter is that they are lacking in other 

countries where the majority of African transnational migrants come from. Push factors in 

countries such as the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) include comparative economic 

hardship, poverty, limited employment opportunities, and political instability (Amisi, 2006; Inaka 

and Trapido, 2015; Tawodzera and Chikanda, 2016). Although there were factors that contributed 

to migration in the past (Amisi, 2006; Dodson et al, 2008; Bell and Muhidin, 2009), there are also 

new findings according to recent studies (Czaika and Reinprecht, 2022; Mesthrie et al, 2022). 

South Africa offers the possibility of improving the quality of life and increased support for their 

families. A major push factor includes the need to escape armed conflicts and political instability 

in their countries of origin, where countries like South Africa seem to provide refuge (Inaka and 

Trapido, 2015; Murara, 2020; Czaika and Reinprecht, 2022), prioritizing their safety and that of 

their families. The research findings and arguments presented by these scholars provide valuable 

insights into some of the well-known reasons behind the decision of transnational migrants to settle 

in South Africa. 

 

          3.4 Language use and Literacy practices 

 

Language use and literacy practices are important aspects to consider when examining the 

experiences of transnational migrants, particularly in multicultural environments where they 

interact with diverse groups of people (Dyers, 2018). This allows us to gain insight into the various 

challenges faced by transnational migrants in South Africa, especially considering that many of 

them do not use English as their primary language (Murara, 2020; Mesthrie et al., 2022). In their 

sociolinguistic study conducted in Cape Town, Mesthrie et al. (2022) focused on African 

transnational migrant communities, specifically Cameroonians and Nigerians, demonstrating how 

language use creates a divide between citizens and migrants (Mesthrie et al., 2022). This division 

often leads to xenophobic attitudes towards African transnational migrants, as their language use 

is perceived as a marker of not belonging to South Africa (Uwimpuhwe and Ruiters, 2018: 1127). 
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The language barrier between citizens and many African transnational migrants who do not share 

a common language complicates the process of integration. Mesthrie et al.'s (2022) research sheds 

light on these issues, helping us understand the experiences faced by African transnational 

migrants during periods of xenophobia in South Africa. Additionally, Uwimphuhwe and Ruiters' 

(2018) study focused on Somalian, Congolese, and Rwandan asylum seekers and refugees in Cape 

Town, where they discovered similar experiences during episodes of xenophobia. This illustrates 

that individuals from diverse cultures and locations often encounter social exclusion, particularly 

transnational migrants who are perceived as 'other' or outsiders.  

Although there is social inclusion among most Francophone African transnational migrants 

because they speak the same language, which brings them together (Pinetech and Mulu, 2016; 

Atabongwoung, 2022), the social reality is that they still feel socially excluded in their host 

countries like South Africa (Mesthrie et al., 2022). Yet, the pattern of social exclusion, which 

creates barriers, is not only limited to language use but also extends to literacy practices. For 

example, African transnational students went through the same experience of social exclusion and 

faced challenges in adapting to new environments where French is not a widely used language, 

even in literacy practices (Pinetech and Mulu, 2016). In their study conducted at the Cape 

Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT) in Cape Town, Pinetech and Mulu (2016) focused on 

Francophone African transnational students who experienced social exclusion and became aware 

of discrimination in South Africa. Atabongwoung's (2022) study, on the other hand, focused on 

Francophone Cameroonian migrants in Pretoria who also experienced issues of being socially 

excluded, where the language barrier exists between citizens and transnational migrants. His 

investigation looked into how they negotiate belonging in Pretoria using their indigenous 

languages (Atabongwoung, 2022). Language use and literacy practices help us understand these 

issues when examining the lives of transnational migrants in host countries like South Africa. 

 

          3.5 Stigma, discrimination and xenophobia 
 

Many studies have foregrounded the challenges such as xenophobia and social exclusion 

experienced by transnational migrants. Researchers highlight the labelling and stereotyping of 

African migrants as job stealers from South African citizens (Amisi, 2006; Murara, 2020; Vuninga, 

2022). This xenophobic attitude hinders their participation in the country's economic activities, 

particularly affecting the Congolese community and others (Amisi, 2006; Murara, 2020). 

Xenophobia, as defined by Murara (2020:14), refers to the locals' or citizens' hatred towards 

transnational migrants due to the perceived competition over resources. This subjective feeling of 
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discontent further leads the locals to blame and focus on transnational migrants, who are viewed 

as outsiders based on their nationality (Murara, 2020:13). Consequently, this has created 

disadvantages for transnational migrants seeking employment opportunities in South Africa and 

contributed to their experiences of insecurity and fear.  

According to recent studies, discrimination in South Africa is also identified in the form of 

Afrophobia, wherein hatred is experienced by African descendants (De Jong, 2017; Ochonu, 

2020). As discussed in the previous chapter, stigma, discrimination, and xenophobia in South 

Africa disproportionately affect African transnational migrants (Mlambo and Adetiba, 2020; 

Murara, 2020; Ochonu, 2020). Another factor contributing to the examination of xenophobia and 

Afrophobia is the presence of illegal transnational migrants (Mlambo and Adetiba, 2020). 

According to Block’s research studies, illegal transnational migrants are foreign nationals who 

enter a host country without a visa or valid papers and documents (2008:8; 2010). Mlambo and 

Adetiba’s (2020) research reveals that illegal transnational migrants exacerbate the situation for 

others, lacking the necessary documents to prove they followed legitimate procedures to enter the 

country. The outcomes of this result in African transnational migrants being blamed for most of 

the crimes and drug smuggling in South Africa (Mlambo and Adetiba, 2020: 94). Afrophobia and 

xenophobic attitudes arise along those lines. Mlambo and Adetiba’s (2020) study examined 

challenges facing South Africa’s land borders to understand issues of illegal migration and cross- 

border crimes. It is important to note that not all transnational migrants should be held responsible 

for these issues. Some are employed and operate their own businesses in South Africa (Crush and 

Chikanda, 2015; Murara, 2020: 51).  

There are also negative portrayals of African transnational migrants in the media, significantly 

contributing to the issue of xenophobia and Afrophobia, and creating additional challenges for 

migrants in the host country (Tewolde, 2023). Tewolde's (2023) research suggests that this issue 

goes beyond individual actors and involves structural forces such as historical residues of othering, 

the economy, and the media. The historical residues of othering help us understand South Africa's 

past, wherein black people were not recognised as citizens of the country (Dhupelia-Mesthrie, 

2000; Field, 2012; Tewolde, 2023). In the post-apartheid era, the ideology of othering has shifted 

towards transnational migrants, who are perceived and labelled as the "other" due to their 

nationality. Tewolde’s (2023) study was conducted in the city of Johannesburg, in Yeoville and 

Hillbrow, investigating how African transnational migrants were affected by issues of segregation 

in post-apartheid South Africa. Owen (2015), on the other hand, further argues that xenophobia 

and afrophobia in South Africa are caused by the lack of interaction between migrants and locals. 
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He also points out that the negative representation of African migrants in the South African media 

further exacerbates division and stereotyping. This explains why xenophobic and afrophobic 

tensions exist. He goes deep into the topic to show that these tensions often lead to other issues 

that clearly draw us a picture of how Congolese migrants and other migrant communities are 

indeed seen and often labeled as 'other' in the new democratic South Africa.  

 

3.6 Transnational migrants’ economic and social survival strategies 

 

The above factors explain why many transnational migrants, particularly the Congolese 

community and others, have opted to create their own work opportunities (Crush and Chikanda, 

2015; De Jong, 2017; Murara, 2020). The informal businesses of transnational migrants in South 

Africa demonstrate their resourceful strategies and skills as entrepreneurs (Chikanda and Crush, 

2015; Inaka and Trapido, 2015). Crush and Chikanda (2015) highlight the reality of the informal 

economy for transnational migrants, such as Congolese entrepreneurs working as barbers and hair 

braiders in Cape Town's Mowbray and Claremont areas. This showcases the migrants' valuable 

skill sets as survival strategies. Others have taken jobs as car security guards (Murara, 2020:51). 

This further dispels the notion that all transnational migrants are job thieves. Their engagement in 

the informal economy not only demonstrates their willingness to seize any opportunity but also 

their capacity to create employment for themselves, avoiding negative representations of African 

transnational migrants. 

The research studies conducted by the scholars above shed light on some of the reasons behind 

African transnational migrants participating in the informal economy as entrepreneurs. The 

reasons are rooted in the outcomes of xenophobia and Afrophobia experienced by African 

transnational migrants in South Africa (Amisi, 2006; De Jong, 2017; Murara, 2020; Ochonu, 

2020). The strategies for survival in the informal economy that they have adopted reflect their 

proactive steps toward becoming entrepreneurs and contributing to the development of South 

African communities (Crush and Chikanda, 2015). Crush and Chikanda’s (2015) study was 

conducted in Cape Town, focusing on African transnational migrants in South Africa's economy. 

 

The study of migration also reveals that African transnational migrants relocate to foreign 

countries in search of employment opportunities. However, it is crucial to acknowledge that these 

migrants also bring cultural legacies from their home countries when they settle in host nations. 

To facilitate this cultural exchange, transnational migrants use their social networks, known as 

transnational networks, to establish connections beyond national borders (Blumenstock et al., 
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2022). Under the concept of transnationalism, migrants not only seek employment prospects but 

also actively promote and sell products from their countries of origin upon arrival in destinations 

like South Africa. 

 

One noteworthy example of this phenomenon is showcased in Crush and Chikanda's (2015) study, 

which underscores how African transnational migrants with salons in Cape Town's Mowbray area 

offer hairstyling services that feature styles from their respective homelands. Additionally, 

Murara's (2020) fieldwork in Joe Slovo township illustrates how migrants frequently request 

hairstyles that serve as reminiscent cultural symbols of their home countries, as evidenced by the 

representation of the Great Lakes Region in local barbershops. While these informal businesses 

aptly reflect the tangible influence of transnational migrants, it is equally observed that South 

Africans readily adopt diverse hairstyles and other cultural commodities from various cultures (see 

Uwimpuhwe and Ruiters, 2018: 1127). This cultural product exchange materialises through the 

efforts of African transnational migrants, both in the formal and informal sectors, who strive to 

promote goods from their home countries while simultaneously selling products from their host 

countries in their countries of origin (Murara, 2020). Such trade transactions occur within the 

market setting. Peberdy and Rogerson's study (2000), which dates back, effectively demonstrates 

the wide array of business ventures in which African transnational migrant entrepreneurs engage. 

Recent studies also reveal diverse clothing production activities, including tailoring, dressmaking, 

specialised embroidery, and the creation of men's and women's garments, often featuring 

traditional West African motifs (De Jong, 2017; Murara, 2020).  

 

These ventures exemplify the multifaceted nature of migrants' economic activities, which aim to 

sustain livelihoods and export goods to other nations while importing products from other 

countries. These findings underscore the quintessential concepts of transnationalism and 

migration, illuminating their profound impact on the economy. Nevertheless, it is imperative to 

bear in mind that different types of migrants engage in distinct economic pursuits. Numerous 

informal businesses visibly participate in trade markets, showcasing the sale of sculptures from 

migrants' homelands, the promotion of music originating from other African nations, including 

fashion garments, and the adoption of diverse hairstyles (Peberdy and Rogerson, 2000; Crush and 

Chikanda, 2015; De Jong, 2017; Murara, 2020).  
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3.7 Describing the transnational Congolese Community within South Africa 

 

The presence of multiple types of transnational migrant communities in post-apartheid South 

Africa is acknowledged (Amisi, 2006; Crush and Chikanda, 2015; De Jong, 2017; Dyers, 2018; 

Murara, 2020; Ochonu, 2020; Towelde, 2023). This includes documented and undocumented 

migrants, as well as refugees (Mlambo and Adetiba, 2020; Vuninga, 2022). However, the focus of 

this section is on the distinctions within the Congolese community in South Africa and how they 

are perceived and treated. It is crucial to recognize these differences as they shed light on the 

vulnerabilities faced by Congolese individuals, who experience varying forms of treatment 

(Vuninga, 2020). These disparities are primarily attributed to differences in socioeconomic status 

and social backgrounds. Furthermore, these distinctions help differentiate some Congolese 

individuals as migrants while others are regarded as refugees (Amisi, 2006; Vuninga, 2022). 

 

Regionalism in the home country plays a significant role in understanding the differences within 

the Congolese community in host countries like South Africa. Vuninga's (2022) extensive research 

on regionalism, focusing on the experiences of Congolese migrants in South Africa, reveals 

noticeable political disparities between those originating from the eastern and western regions of 

the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). This political difference is reflected within the 

Congolese community in terms of the perception of ‘genuine refugees’ versus ‘economic migrants’ 

who sometimes face rejection. Vuninga's (2022) work sheds light on the treatment of Congolese 

migrants in South Africa, unravelling the underlying reasons rooted in regionalism within the 

DRC. The research also highlights how these dynamics influence the evaluation of Congolese 

immigration applications in South Africa. 

 

Researchers have also highlighted the existence of class distinctions within the Congolese 

community (Inaka and Trapido, 2015), providing valuable insights into the social realities 

experienced by many Congolese individuals residing in South Africa. This research explores the 

varying lifestyles and economic capabilities among Congolese migrants, highlighting the stark 

contrast between those who can afford certain privileges and those who continue to face financial 

hardships. Thus, researchers have foregrounded two main differences within the Congolese 

community. Firstly, the political disparities contribute to discussions of who are 'real' refugees or 

merely economic migrants (Vuninga, 2022), while other researchers have highlighted the presence 
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of class distinctions (Inaka and Trapido, 2015). The fact that a significant number of Congolese 

migrants have turned to informal economic entrepreneurship for survival (Crush and Chikanda, 

2015; Uwimpuhwe and Ruiters, 2018) underscores their financial struggles and socioeconomic 

status. Indeed, the class differences indicate both the living conditions that Congolese migrants 

can afford in South Africa and the types of employment in which they engage. Therefore, both 

Vuninga (2022) and Inaka and Trapido (2015) reveal the multifaceted nature of the Congolese 

community in South Africa, challenging the perception of them as a homogeneous social group by 

addressing diverse issues in their research. This exploration of the differences within the 

Congolese community in South Africa is also highly relevant in understanding the lives of male 

Congolese transnational migrants in Wesbank Township, such as their socioeconomic status and 

social background. It also aids in understanding their positionality in terms of regionalism, 

distinguishing those from the Eastern and Western regions of the Democratic Republic of Congo. 

 

3.8 Identity Negotiation and Cultural Expression 

 

The exploration of transnational migrants' identity serves as a valuable tool in comprehending their 

process of negotiating identity within host communities. Building upon the relationship between 

identity and culture, this study aims to investigate how transnational migrants utilize and negotiate 

their identity while navigating the complexities of living in multicultural communities. It has been 

observed that transnational migrants residing in foreign countries often engage in learning the 

languages and cultures of the citizens, facilitating deeper connections and integration within their 

host countries. This integration is particularly significant for those who own businesses in the host 

countries. 

 

Tete-Rosenthal's (2015) research provides a noteworthy example of identity negotiation in a 

specific temporal and spatial context. During her visit to a participant's barbershop in Tokyo, 

greetings were exchanged in Japanese rather than the participants' African language. Additionally, 

rituals were performed to demonstrate understanding and belonging to Japanese culture. This 

exemplifies the idea that learning and practicing another culture enhances social inclusion for 

migrants. Furthermore, Murara's (2020) study showcases how transnational migrants in South 

Africa utilize social spaces like barbershops to promote their own culture and perform their 

identities. The barbershops in Joe Slovo township, Cape Town, serve as venues for interactions 

between transnational migrants and locals, with music representing different cultures played to 

entertain clients. Consequently, these social spaces contribute to the negotiation of identity through 
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cultural exchange. 

 

Crush and Chikanda (2015), Tete-Rosenthal (2015), and Murara (2020) emphasize the significant 

role of businesses such as barbershops and salons in fostering cultural exchange and multiple 

representations of cultural backgrounds. The choice of music, the clients attending these spaces, 

and the displayed images all contribute to exposing individuals to new cultural experiences and 

facilitating the spread of ideas. Becker's (2015) study further enhances our understanding of 

cultural identity by exploring how cultures are perceived and practiced. The combined findings of 

Tete-Rosenthal (2015) and Murara (2020) shed light on the ways transnational migrants negotiate 

multiple identities through informal businesses in host countries. Tete-Rosenthal's (2015) research 

also underscores the benefits of language acquisition in foreign countries, as it aids migrants in 

feeling less like outsiders. Overall, these authors affirm that transnational migrants must acquaint 

themselves with the cultures, languages, and behaviour of their host countries, enabling them to 

negotiate their identities through cultural activities, integrate into society, and cultivate a sense of 

belonging. 

 

Sibanda (2010) also posits that identity encompasses cultural performance and adopting the 

practices of others, extending beyond being solely perceived as African transnational migrants 

(Tete-Rosenthal, 2015). Furthermore, Dyer's (2018) study illustrates that post-apartheid townships 

like Wesbank foster multiculturalism, facilitating language acquisition and cultural exchange 

among individuals from diverse backgrounds. Understanding the negotiation of identity among 

Congolese male migrants in barbershop spaces within this complex multicultural community will 

provide valuable insights. While the primary focus lies on barbershop interactions, examining how 

these individuals navigate challenges in the broader community will offer a comprehensive 

perspective. 

 

Cultural expression is closely intertwined with identity and individual emotions (Becker, 2015). 

De Jong's (2017) study sheds light on a compelling aspect of Congolese men in Johannesburg and 

their utilization of culture as a means of self-expression. It signifies an important perspective on 

cultural expression, revealing that African transnational migrants, such as Congolese, take pride 

in their culture and identity. However, there is a valid explanation for the behaviour exhibited by 

Congolese men in Johannesburg. According to De Jong (2017), they faced discrimination and 

encountered issues of xenophobia in South Africa. Many transnational migrants relocated to the 
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major cities of South Africa to either establish businesses or pursue job opportunities (Dodson et 

al, 2008; Crush and Chikanda, 2015; Uwimpuhwe and Ruiters, 2018; Murara, 2020). 

Consequently, in Johannesburg, Congolese men encountered difficulties in integrating into 

society, a goal they had aspired to achieve, and instead had to contend with discrimination by using 

their cultural music and fashion to display their pride in their origins (De Jong, 2017). This 

exemplifies a form of cultural expression wherein they even believed that their culture was superior 

to that of South Africans, as discussed in the previous chapter. De Jong's (2017) study focused on 

Congolese men who expressed their identity and culture through their national and gendered 

identity. Thus, it demonstrates that cultural expression is inherent to identity negotiation, just as 

South Africans often express themselves more prominently on Heritage Day (Becker, 2015). 

 

3.9 Gender Dynamics 

 

Migration has played an important role in broadening our knowledge and understanding of African 

transnational migrants such as the Congolese community and others, and for their motivations for 

relocating to other countries. However, it has become evident that previous studies on migration 

largely neglected the exploration of intersectionality between gender and masculinity. As 

discussed in the previous chapter, gender through an intersectional lens allows us to see the 

inequalities in gender dynamics (Levine-Rasky, 2011). When it comes to migration this also helps 

us to understand who migrates, their reasons for doing so, and the influence of gender in this 

process is important. Recent studies conducted by scholars in South Africa shed light on the factors 

that cause African transnational migrants to settle in host countries and navigate their survival, 

particularly within the informal sector (Uwimpuhwe and Ruiters, 2018; Murara, 2020; Czaika and 

Reinprecht, 2022; Mesthrie et al, 2022). Nevertheless, intersectionality helps us to understand the 

variety of issues in gender, masculinity, and migration. 

 

Consider, for instance, the case of African transnational migrant businesses in Cape Town, such 

as barbershops and salons, which are owned and operated by both male and female Congolese 

migrants (Crush and Chikanda, 2015). While male African transnational migrants, such as 

Congolese and others, are more likely to engage in barbering and work at barbershops, female 

migrants tend to pursue careers as hairdressers and provide braiding services at salons (Murara, 

2020). These occupational choices embody gendered identities and demonstrate masculinity and 

femininity in distinct ways. That is also where we see power dynamics come into play, displaying 

inequalities between both genders. Some female African transnational migrants serve as 
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breadwinners in their households, and this is why they engage in the informal economy 

(Mutambara and Naidu, 2023). They take on the role that is associated with males being providers 

of their homes (Chikanda and Crush, 2015; De Jong, 2017; Murara, 2020). Mutambara and 

Naidu’s (2023) research focused on transnational Zimbabwean women who became not only 

breadwinners but also entrepreneurs once they moved to South Africa. Their study was conducted 

in Durban and the researchers were looking at the experience of African transnational migrant 

women such as Zimbabwean in the informal businesses. The focus has historically been 

predominantly on male African transnational migrants and their involvement in the informal 

economy (De Jong, 2017; Murara, 2020). This shift signifies that African male transnational 

migrants are no longer the sole focus of attention when it comes to migration and informal 

businesses. This is where, through the intersectional lens, we see changes in the unequal 

distribution of power (Levine-Rasky, 2011; Coaston, 2019). This phenomenon change in 

migration is described as “feminization of migrant flows” (Dodson et al, 2008: 1), contributing to 

the surge in independent female migrant workers in South Africa. These African transnational 

women cross borders in pursuit of work and economic provision for their families, mirroring the 

actions of men. Through the lens of intersectionality, this is also where a transition from social 

position to social positioning takes place in migrant flow to empower women as entrepreneurs and 

breadwinners (Levine-Rasky, 2011; Coaston, 2019; Rabe et al, 2022). 

The connection between gender and migration clearly shows how both men and women 

significantly influence the process of moving to new places. This is especially true in the 21st 

century, where women run their small businesses independently (Chikanda and Crush, 2015; 

Murara, 2020). The jobs African transnational migrants undertake in South Africa reflect their 

gender identities alongside their national ones. For instance, male transnationals often express their 

masculinity through their chosen careers (De Jong, 2017), while female transnationals display their 

femininity (Dodson et al., 2008; Chikanda and Crush, 2015; Murara, 2020; Mutamba and Naidu, 

2023). Examining these dynamics within Wesbank barbershops can provide insights into how 

gender influences their experiences and the formation of a sense of belonging. Furthermore, this 

perspective can offer a fresh understanding of the intersection of gender, masculinity, and 

migration, revealing why individuals opt for careers as barbers over other professions. 

 

3.10 Transnational Businesses: Space and Place 
 

The exploration of space within places where transnational businesses are established serves to 

comprehend not only the everyday practices and activities of migrants in the informal sector but 
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also the utilisation of physical space by transnational migrants to foster a sense of belonging. This 

notion pertains to the spaces they occupy, which have become emblematic of their identity 

(Murara, 2020). Similar observations can be made regarding informal businesses, such as 

barbershops and salons, operating within cities and townships in South Africa (Crush and 

Chikanda, 2015; Tawodzera et al., 2015; Murara, 2020). The significance lies not only in 

transnational migrants running businesses in their host country to sustain their livelihoods and 

support their families but also in the way they transform the nature of physical spaces and their 

locations. For instance, in Mowbray, Cape Town, where the study was conducted, groups of 

African transnational migrants, including the Somali community and others, have occupied spaces 

to establish their businesses and cater to their clients (Crush and Chikanda, 2015). While informal 

businesses benefit all transnational entrepreneurs and their customers alike, it is undeniable that 

the role of space and place is critical to the success of these enterprises.  

Murara’s (2020) research illuminates the fact that transnational businesses serve as physical spaces 

for social, cultural, and economic activities such as restaurants, barbershops, and salons in the 

informal sector. Tete-Rosenthal’s (2015) study, conducted in Japan, sets an example of cultural 

exchange where African transnational migrants and exchange students learn about Japanese 

culture in Japan. Tete-Rosenthal’s study reveals that some African transnational migrants have 

learned the language, enabling them to integrate into the community (2015:122). Murara’s 

example is more relevant since the study was conducted in South Africa; she argues that cultural 

performance helps us understand how African transnational migrants display their culture through 

activities such as cultural ceremonies, dressing in cultural clothing, and styling hair from their 

home country, which allows locals to be keen to learn something new (2020:18). This is also how 

cultural exchange begins when new cultural ideas and beliefs are practiced in host countries like 

South Africa (see De Jong, 2017; Murara, 2020). Migration itself aids in understanding that space 

and place always play a significant role in the realm of transnational businesses. Cultural exchange 

continues in various ways, just like Congolese African transnational migrants exchanged their 

hairdressing skills with South Africans to learn the language in return (Uwimpuhwe and Ruiters, 

2018: 1127). 

 

By examining the motivations behind migration, it becomes clear that African transnational 

migrants come from different socioeconomic classes, and their socioeconomic status confirms this. 

This explains why they engage in various types of jobs, as their socioeconomic status also 

determines their likely place of residence in the host country (Inaka and Trapido, 2015; Tawodzera 
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and Chikanda, 2016; Czaika and Reinprecht, 2022), which in turn influences the nature of work 

they pursue, whether in the formal or informal sector. In the informal sector, where transnational 

migrants create job opportunities, space and place become crucial factors in determining their 

accessibility and affordability. Therefore, the social class of transnational migrants, particularly 

African descendants, who constitute the majority (Amisi, 2006; Murara, 2020; Czaika and 

Reinprecht, 2022), must also be considered as a significant factor in understanding the selection 

of specific spaces for transnational businesses. Dyers (2018) and Murara (2020) emphasize in their 

respective studies that townships are among the places where transnational migrants often reside 

in South Africa. Townships are low-income areas predominantly inhabited by the working class 

(Blommaert et al., 2005; Murara, 2020), and transnational migrants have utilized these areas to 

establish their informal businesses (see Dyers, 2018). 

A gendered division within the transnational migrants’ hairstyling industry can be observed, with 

barbershops being predominantly male-dominated while salons are female-dominated. This 

illustrates the manifestation of gender identities in these spaces, reflecting the ideologies of 

masculinities and femininities (Dodson et al., 2008; Crush and Chikanda, 2015; Murara, 2020). 

 

Transnational businesses also exemplify the concept of place attachment, which was discussed in 

the previous chapter. For instance, within a given area or community, certain spaces hold 

significance. Transnational businesses serve as an example wherein migrants establish a link 

between space and place, attributing meaning to their chosen locations. In other words, migrants' 

experiences and the meanings they ascribe to their spaces in running their businesses automatically 

connect with the broader community as the place in which these businesses are situated (Murara, 

2020). We can also examine the case of African transnational migrants, such as the Congolese 

community in South Africa, to gain a comprehensive understanding of place attachment. When 

residing in a host country, transnational migrants often experience a sense of homesickness, which 

is why they typically maintain communication with their families and friends (Dodson et al., 2008; 

De Jong, 2017; Murara, 2020). Additionally, many African transnational migrants bring cultural 

practices and activities that reflect their identity to new locations (De Jong, 2017; Murara, 2020; 

Czaika and Reinprecht, 2022). Murara's (2020) study underscores the notion that space also 

becomes a "place of identity" and belonging. This is because a place not only fosters a sense of 

belonging but also becomes an integral part of the identity of its residents. Individuals often 

develop attachments to places for various reasons, some of which may be personal (Murara, 2020). 

Transnational migrants attribute meaning to the spaces in which they conduct their businesses and 
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have various reasons for choosing specific places (Dodson et al., 2008; Czaika and Reinprecht, 

2022). Gustafson's (2000) study, which dates back, also emphasises that individuals often perceive 

the chosen environment as meaningful due to the opportunities it provides for transnational 

businesses. This assertion applies to both the formal and informal sectors (see also Dodson et al., 

2008; Czaika and Reinprecht, 2022). 

 

          3.11 Cultural Materialism and Migration 

 

Studies reveal a correlation between migration to new locations and cultural materialism. 

Examples include when transnational migrants bring material objects to their new locations to 

remind them of their homeland (Marschall, 2019). Transnational migrants, especially African 

transnational migrants, engage in cultural exchange as a means of making a living in their host 

countries (Muchuweni-Chiumira, 2019). This explains why African transnational migrants, who 

are less skilled, participate in informal trade, selling various goods like art and sculptures from 

their home countries (Muchuweni-Chiumira, 2019). Simultaneously, others operate businesses 

such as barbershops and salons, teaching South Africans skills like hairdressing and sharing more 

about their cultures and places of origin (Uwimpuhwe and Ruiters, 2018; Murara, 2020). 

 

A variety of informal trade exists in South Africa, involving many African transnational migrants. 

For instance, while street vendors sell food and other products in public, such as fruit and 

vegetables (Muchuweni-Chiumira, 2019:15), "door-to-door vendors" sell a variety of items to 

South Africans, including women's clothes and hair products (Murara, 2020: 33). Researchers 

argue that transnational migrants use material objects to maintain a connection with their cultural 

roots and identity in host countries (Marschall, 2019; Murara, 2020). According to Muchuweni- 

Chiumira (2019), transnational businesses in the informal sector actively promote their cultural 

materials and occasionally sell them in foreign countries. Those who retain material objects do so 

because these objects hold personal significance and evoke memories, thereby forging a link to 

their home (Marschall, 2019).  
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Additionally, some migrants express their cultural roots through their clothing choices (De Jong, 

2017; Murara, 2020). For instance, Congolese men in Johannesburg use fashion and music to 

showcase their cultural heritage, fostering a sense of pride (De Jong, 2017). Similarly, the clothing 

choices of certain individuals symbolize their culture and traditions (Murara, 2020: 225-226). 

Murara's (2020) study presents a compelling example of how transnational migrants, including 

Rwandan women, utilize cultural materials to maintain their sense of belonging to their cultural 

heritage (Murara, 2020: 216) in multicultural host countries like South Africa. This illustrates that 

transnational businesses are not the sole spaces through which migrants promote their culture and 

beliefs; rather, their cultural materials accompany them wherever they go, as highlighted by 

Marschall (2019). Moreover, these scholars underscore the interconnectedness between the spaces 

and places of transnational businesses and the domains of culture, identity, home, and belonging. 

Consequently, these key points become apparent when examining the lives of transnational 

migrants in countries such as South Africa. 

 

          3.12 Conclusion 
 

This chapter comprehensively covers the essential themes related to the research. It explores and 

discusses various concepts to enhance the understanding of different migration types and migrants. 

The factors leading to the migration of transnational migrants to South Africa, along with the 

challenges they face in their home countries, are thoroughly examined. The chapter delves into 

issues shedding light on the varied treatment experienced by migrants. Furthermore, it addresses 

the crucial role of identity and culture in the daily lives of transnational migrants, illustrating how 

they navigate their identities in new environments and the profound influence of culture on this 

process. Gender dynamics are also investigated, emphasising their impact on migration, 

transnationalism, and transnational businesses. Additionally, the chapter underscores the 

significance of space and place, highlighting their inherent importance in theorising the lives of 

transnational migrants.  
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter discusses the methodology, outlining the research processes undertaken to investigate 

the everyday living experiences of Congolese male migrants and understand how they create a 

sense of belonging through Wesbank barbershops. This section aims to clarify the research process 

I followed to enter the field. It will discuss the sampling of participants, describe the participants, 

the methods used for data collection, and ethical issues that arose during the research process. 

 

4.2 Methodological Approach 

 

This study adopted a qualitative approach as this approach aids in exploring and understanding 

people’s individual experiences within their social context, notably the everyday lives of male 

Congolese migrants who own barbershops or work as barbers in Wesbank township, and to 

comprehend social phenomena, the interpersonal dynamics and constructions of community within 

the Congolese barbershops (Newman, 2014). The qualitative approach aligns with the interpretive 

paradigm (Newman, 2014: 103), which enables the researcher to gain insights into participants’ 

subjective experiences. It was useful for understanding how Congolese migrants establish a sense 

of belonging through barbershops in Wesbank. 

 

          4.3 Research Design 

 

The study employed semi-structured interviews as a research method, a qualitative method that 

allows for open-ended questions based on themes drawn from unpacking the research questions. 

This method facilitated open dialogue and exchanges between the researcher and the participants 

(Leedy and Ormrod, 2019: 275) and was flexible enough to allow the interview process to be 

guided by the participants. In addition to that, the method enabled the researcher to explore 

participants’ experiences and perspectives through the use of an interview schedule that ensured 

relevant information was all covered. This also allowed the participants to share their motivations 

for becoming barbers in Wesbank, and that helped to understand the stories from their point of 

view. I began conducting interviews before the participant observation due to time constraints, and 

also because I struggled to find participants to partake in the study. I thought that it was best to 

focus on the interviews, which were the hardest, and end with the participant observation, which I 
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knew would be easy. It is also something I discussed with the Congolese who agreed to partake in 

my research. Therefore, this study also used a participant observation guide after the interviews as 

a second research method to collect data during fieldwork. Participant observation is a research 

method in which I actively engaged with the research sites and the greater setting (Wesbank), 

systematically recording relevant data (Leedy et al., 2019: 273). I conducted participant 

observation in five selected barbershops in order to gather additional data after having conducted 

the semi-structured interviews with the selected barbershops. This method helped me to personally 

experience and feel the research sites and dynamics that take place within and beyond them. I 

utilized a participant observation guide and a field notebook to record data, which were 

supplemented by voice recordings which captured my perceptions and observations after informal 

conversations in the barbershops. In addition, I took photos to illustrate the interior and exterior 

appearances of the barbershops. This is because people always remember what they read in 

newspaper articles, especially when images are included (Yi’En, 2013). In my case, photos were 

taken to bring back memories of what the sites looked like during writing, and they also added 

value with the clear image of the barbershops and the story behind them. 

 

          4.4 Concerning Events and the Research Setting 

 

It is important to take note when I speak of the events that took place in the research sites. I am 

referring either to the events that happened during interview sessions in 7 barbershops or the events 

that occurred in 5 barbershops during the participant observation. The interviews were conducted 

in 7 barbershops, while the participant observation was conducted only in 5 busiest barbershops in 

Wesbank. This is to clear up any confusion about five and seven different moments regarding the 

events that are discussed in this thesis.  

 

          4.4.1 Overview of Wesbank Township 

 

This research study focused only on barbershops, but I was also permitted to take photos of Usave, 

the spaza shop, and the RDP houses by the people whom I know personally; they own and run 

these places. I explained to them that I intended to use the photos for illustration purposes in my 

argument when discussing the overview of the area. This section is therefore to fulfil that promise. 

Wesbank is one of the earliest post-apartheid townships on the outskirts of Cape Town, South 

Africa (Dyers, 2018). The township is a multicultural community area established in the late 1990s 

(Blommaert et al., 2005) and is situated opposite Delft near the R300 Road or Stellenbosch arterial. 

It is a low-income area populated by working-class people. Notable features of the township that 
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play an important role in the lives of the residents of Wesbank include Usave, a large commercial 

shop (see Figure 1), Wesbank Clinic, the Multipurpose Centre, three primary schools located on 

the main road, one high school, churches, and the taxi rank. Wesbank is a predominantly Coloured 

community where the majority of the people speak Afrikaans, with the remainder being Xhosa and 

migrant communities (Dyers, 2018). The residential areas mostly consist of single and semi- 

detached houses with one or two bedrooms, as illustrated in Figure 9 (see also Dyers, 2018:12). 

 

Figure 1: Usave is the only large and popular shop in the area. 
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Figure 2: This image illustrates one of the spaza shops situated in the area. 

 

 

However, based on my observations and years of living in Wesbank, many of the houses have 

been extended with additional rooms and features. Although the features mentioned above were 

not the focus of this research study, they give a sense of the amenities available and some of the 

characteristics of the township. Informal businesses owned by migrants, such as spaza shops (see 

Figure 2) and barbershops, are also popular in the area. Playing an important role in sustaining the 

lives of migrants who make a living through them. This study focused only on barbershops located 

on Wesbank’s main road, which are clearly illustrated on the map (see Figure 3).  

 

          4.4.2 Entry into the Field: Wesbank Township 
 

I am a Sociology student and have been at Wesbank for almost 19 years. During this time, I have 

mostly been going to the same barbershop and have an established relationship with the Congolese 

barber and his colleagues. Noting my insider knowledge of the area and some knowledge of the 

barbershops, I believed that it would not be difficult for me to conduct research on this topic in my 

area. The first step I took was to identify and select barbershops that would serve as my principal 

research sites. To gain entry to the sites, I walked along Wesbank Main Road, observing 

barbershops and their workers.  I spoke with a Burundian migrant who knew the area well, 
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especially the barbershops. During our conversation, I asked him and a Congolese barber at the 

first barbershop if they knew of any other barbershops besides those on Wesbank Main Road. They 

informed me that all barbershops in Wesbank are located on the Main Road. I scoped the area and 

verified that this was indeed the case. 

 

                                       4.4.3 Map of the area: Wesbank Township 
 

Figure 3: The map illustrates the geographical area of the fieldwork, including the sites 

Source: https://maps.app.goo.gl/YeKq623NPqQaMjBA7 

 

This research study focused on the people and their interactions and main events that took place 

within seven barbershops in Wesbank during interviews and participant observation. In Figure 3 

on the map above, the entire area that is circled in red is Wesbank, including the icons that represent 

the barbershop sites where I collected the data. I scoped the entire Wesbank area and discovered a 

total of 12 barbershops. Nine of the barbershops are run by Congolese male migrants, while two 

belong to Burundian barbers, and one is owned by South Africans. All barbershops are established 

in mobile containers and located at a sufficient distance between them on Wesbank Main Road to 

avoid potential conflict. The number of workers is different from each site, with some barbershops 

having more than two barbers while others have only one. 

Each of the barbershops has its distinctive style, sporting unique decorations and symbols. Yet, 

despite these differences in appearance, they all have some things in common, including
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chairs reserved for both clients and visitors, cutting machines, mirrors, hair products, and more. 

These are some of the important items needed on the site to run the business. Barbers have also 

installed security gates for crime prevention. I successfully interviewed all the research participants 

one-on-one while seated on one of the visitor’s chairs located opposite the mirror in the selected 

barbershops for participant observation (see an example in Figure 5). 

 

          4.5 Sampling approach and recruitment of participants 
 

Sampling is an important aspect of qualitative research, as it allows us to identify who was 

involved in the study as a participant (Bhattacherjee, 2012). This research used the purposive 

sampling technique, which refers to the selection of individuals who possess the desired 

characteristics for the research (Sandelowski, 1995: 181). This method helped to identify the male 

Congolese barbers who met the criteria, including their Congolese clients. This study aimed to 

interview 12 to 15 Congolese men above the age of 18, as they were the predominant demographic 

within Wesbank barbershops. Snowball sampling was also used to reach out to other participants 

through the barbers who were interviewed. Snowball sampling refers to a form of network 

sampling used to create communication between the researcher and the participants and to connect 

the researcher to other individuals who may be interested in participating (Bhattacherjee, 2012: 

70).  

After identifying five barbershops for participant observation in Wesbank that I chose for the study 

as they are the busiest in the area, I visited the first one, Legacy Barbershop, which is indicated on 

the map (see Figure 3). All my participants granted me permission to use the nicknames of the 

barbershops they came up with, although they chose to remain anonymous in this research. I 

explained the research’s objectives and what it would consist of (the interviews, participant 

observation, and photos of the barbershops). I needed to explain everything clearly to obtain his 

informed consent. Fortunately, he agreed to participate in the study. However, after our 

conversation, he mentioned that we would need to schedule the interviews for another time. At 

that point, I used the snowball method to see if he could help me connect with other male 

Congolese, such as clients or other barbers he worked with. One of his coworkers agreed to 

participate as well, but we also agreed to schedule the interview for another day. 

 

After leaving this barbershop, I immediately went to Abdul’s barbershop; where I usually get my 

hair cut. The barbershop is owned by a Burundian barber who works with the Congolese. Over the 
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years, I had assumed that both barbers there were Congolese, only to find out that one of them is 

Congolese and the barber who cuts my hair from time to time is actually Burundian. Before 

conducting the fieldwork, he was very confident and assured me that he was Congolese and kept 

talking about the difficult life in his country, Congo. When he learned that my research focused on 

Congolese men, he denied being one and argued that there are migrants who lie about their identity. 

He explained that some migrants just don’t like to be interviewed unless it is a job interview where 

there is money involved. While we continued to chat, he reached out to his bag and pulled out an 

ID that clearly showed the barber was indeed a Burundian. In other words, he had nothing to hide 

as to why he could not partake in the study. At the same time, that did not change the fact that he 

lied to me about his identity over the past years until this research was conducted. Lying about 

identity was nothing new to me when it comes to migrants. I already thought it could be one of the 

survival strategies employed to prevent detection and stay under the radar, as a result, many barbers 

could have been undocumented migrants, with all the precarity and potential danger that this 

situation produces. This made me concerned about potential difficulties in finding participants. I 

was left with uncertainty as to whether some migrants were “lying” to me or if they simply did not 

trust me or were not interested at all as the Burundian barber explained to me.  

However, the more I engaged with the participants who partook in the study during informal 

conversations, I discovered that all my participants were not undocumented migrants; they had the 

proper papers to prove they were documented migrants. I found this through our conversations, 

particularly the way they spoke about renewing their papers at Home Affairs and some of the issues 

they encountered every time they went for their papers. They were also willing to share the address 

of where they stayed in Wesbank Township, which showed they had nothing to hide, even though 

I had stated to them that it was not necessary to share that information. Because in the end, I wanted 

to respect their privacy, even if they were willing to partake in the study. 

In the third week of April, I quickly returned to campus to make the research documents more 

accessible to the participants during the fieldwork. I needed to translate the research questions of 

the interview guide into French and Swahili. At the Arts postgraduate lab at the University of the 

Western Cape, I was able to use one of the computers to translate the questions using the Artificial 

Intelligence (AI) programme, and afterward, I printed the question papers. I had to translate the 

questions because I assumed that most migrants in Wesbank might not speak English well or might 

not understand the questions clearly. The participants read through the translated research 

documents and could understand the questions clearly when I asked them in English. Presenting 

the questions in the languages they frequently use made it easier for them to understand. I found 
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that this strategy worked well in the barbershops, where I sought more participants. In fact, at one 

barbershop I visited, the barbers were unwilling to partake in the study, even after I explained it to 

them. They kept asking about the kind of questions I was asking, and I was then able to show them 

the translated questions, which served as my entry point to the barbershops. 

After conducting seven interviews in 7 barbershops because I was trying to reach more 

participants. I asked the barbers for assistance in reaching out to their male Congolese clients and 

other barbers in the community whom they knew met the criteria of the study. I explained the 

research study repeatedly during my visits to the barbershops. Engaging in both purposive and 

snowball sampling allowed me to build relationships with the barbers, which fostered trust and 

encouraged them to refer me to other Congolese barbers and clients. This was important because 

some individuals were denying being Congolese to avoid being approached by me. I was able to 

conduct semi-structured interviews, which were face-to-face, with 13 male Congolese barbers, but 

it was challenging to reach out to their Congolese clients.  

The contribution from some of the Congolese barbers and Burundian migrants played a crucial 

role in reaching the sample size of 15 participants. One Burundian barber even called a Congolese 

man he knew, and the interview was conducted immediately, which led to another Congolese 

barber and client at the same barbershop. However, other selected barbershops did not assist in the 

same way with contacting their clients. They were either not interested in doing so after I left my 

contact details with them or did not reach out to me when their male Congolese clients visited the 

barbershops. 

Five Burundians expressed interest in participating in the study, but they did not meet the research 

criteria. I had to explain the purpose of the research and show them the documents I carried in my 

file. They saw that the study was focused exclusively on male Congolese migrants. I also took the 

opportunity to ask if they knew any other Congolese men, but unfortunately, they only knew the 

people I had already interviewed. There are only two barbershops owned by Burundian barbers in 

Wesbank; the rest are run by Congolese men. Few Congolese barbers work with Burundians, and 

two Congolese barbershops were not interested in participating in the study. The final list of 

participants included 15 participants, the details of whom can be found in Addendum E are listed 

below. Fifteen Congolese male migrants between the ages of 30 and 52 years were interviewed 

face-to-face at the barbershop sites. All the participants live in Wesbank township with their 

families. 

 

Participant 1: a Congolese man in his late 30s, coming from a working-class social background 
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in Congo (DRC). He is married to a South African woman and has two children and they live 

together. Since he moved to South Africa, he has worked as a barber in Wesbank township for 13 

years. 

 

Participant 2: a 52-year-old man who moved to South Africa in the late 90s. He is a single father 

of three children - two of whom live in Congo (DRC) and one who lives in South Africa with his 

South African mother. He also comes from a working-class social background. 

 

Participant 3: a Congolese man in his early 40s who is a political refugee from the Congo (DRC). 

He moved to Wesbank in 2012. He is married to a Congolese woman and has two children. 

 

Participant 4: a Congolese Muslim man in his late 40s who has been working as a barber in 

Wesbank since 2009, totalling 15 years. He was previously married but is now divorced, and two 

of his children live with their South African mother. 

 

Participant 5: a Congolese man in his 50s who is married to a Congolese woman and has four 

children. He was a teacher in Congo (DRC) and transitioned to working as a barber in Wesbank 

after moving to South Africa in 2003. 

 

Participant 6: a Congolese man in his late 40s from a working-class background. He has worked 

as a barber in Wesbank for 17 years. He is divorced and has two South African children. 

 

Participant 7: a Congolese man who arrived in South Africa in 2005. He used to work as a 

firefighter at a Nature Park and also worked at Table Mountain and Sea Point. In 2009, he began 

working as a barber in Wesbank. He is married to a Congolese woman and is a father of four 

children, two daughters and two sons. 

 

Participant 8: a 49-year-old Congolese man who works part-time as a security officer and has 

also been working as a barber for 20 years in Wesbank. He is married to a Congolese woman and 

has four children. 

 

Participant 9: a 43-year-old Congolese man who is also married to a Congolese woman and has 

four children. He works part-time as a barber and also does other work such as welding, building, 
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and plastering walls. 

 

Participant 10: a Congolese client in his late 40s. He is not married but is in a relationship with a 

South African woman and has two children, twins. 

 

Participant 11: a Congolese man in his late 40s. He used to work as a delivery man for a company, 

but for the last few years, he has worked as a barber in Wesbank. He is a single father and has four 

children with a South African woman, three girls, and one boy. 

 

Participant 12: is a 38-year-old Congolese man engaged to a South African woman. He arrived 

in the country in 2005 and used to work as a security guard for a local store in Wesbank. He has 

now worked as a barber for 16 years in the area. 

 

Participant 13: a Congolese client in his 50s. He is single and has three children; two with a 

Congolese woman back home in Congo (DRC), and one with a South African woman. 

 

Participant 14: a Congolese man in his late 30s. He arrived in Wesbank in 2002 and has worked 

as a barber in Wesbank for 22 years. He was married to a Tanzanian woman but has been separated 

for seven years and has two children. 

 

Participant 15: a Congolese man in his late 30s who has worked as a security guard for 14 years. 

He then became a barber and worked for 5 years in Wesbank. He is married to a Congolese woman 

and has two children. 

 

          4.6 Semi-Structured Interviews 

 

Before conducting the interviews, I ensured that I obtained informed consent from the participants, 

which is discussed below in the section on ‘Ethical considerations’. All the interviews were 

conducted face-to-face during the fieldwork, where I sat at the barbershops with the participants 

and asked them the questions that were typed on the interview schedule (see Addendum C for the 

interview guide). The duration of the interviews varied from participant to participant, as some 

participants were not willing to share extensive information. Therefore, the interviews lasted 

between 19 minutes and 57 minutes. 

One of the strategies I used to promote participation and deep sharing was to draw on two copies 
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of the interview schedule, one of which had questions translated into French and Swahili. I 

provided the copies with translated questions to the participants, so I could ask them the first 

question, and if they were unsure, they could refer to the translation in either French or Swahili to 

better understand what I was asking in the languages they often use. However, each time I asked 

a question, I explained it to them in simple terms and allowed them to look at the translated 

questions. This process made things easier for me as a researcher and the participants. I observed 

that the questions they read in Swahili made more sense to them, and they understood better. While 

I voice-recorded the interviews, I ensured that the conversation remained natural, as if we were 

just talking. I informed the participants to forget about the formal nature of the interview and to 

treat it as if we were having a normal conversation, as people do every day.  

 

I encountered challenges in some of the barbershops where I conducted interviews due to excessive 

noise, which made me concerned about the audio quality of the recordings. At the first barbershop, 

the Congolese barbers were not very busy, and it was relatively empty. I took the opportunity to 

conduct the interview, and when people walked into the barbershop, I pressed pause on my voice 

recording device. As soon as they left and there were no interruptions, I carried on with the 

interview and continued recording. However, I struggled during the interview at the second 

barbershop, which lasted 57 minutes. This was due to some youngsters standing outside next to 

the barbershop, as it is located on the main road. I had to inform them and ask them to lower their 

voices since I was conducting an interview. Thankfully, they understood, and after a few minutes, 

some Burundians walked into the barbershop talking, so I had to pause the recording again and 

wait until they finished talking. At another barbershop where I conducted an interview, I had to 

ask the barber to turn down the radio. I was worried I wouldn’t be able to hear our voices clearly 

when transcribing the interviews at home. After he turned the radio down, I decided to start 

recording from scratch, but unfortunately, he received a call from his wife in Tanzania, and I had 

to wait until they finished talking on the phone. We proceeded with the interview afterward, and 

everything went well. When I interviewed a Congolese client at the first selected barbershop, it 

was full inside, and the people were busy since it was a unisex barbershop where women were 

braiding other women’s hair. The Congolese client I met there was visiting to chill with friends. 

He was not there to cut, and after having to explain to him what the research was about and its 

purpose. The participant preferred to be interviewed inside the barbershop, even though it was 

crowded. I had to sit close to the Congolese client so that I could hear him clearly and ensure the 

voice recorder picked up his voice above the noise in the room, which made transcribing that 
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interview easier. Lastly, at another barbershop close to the road, the recording was challenging due 

to the noise from the vehicles that were passing. I had to repeat the questions to my participant so 

he could understand and answer them. The rest of the interviews went well except for one 

participant who did not want to be voice-recorded. I was glad though he did not refuse to partake 

in the study. We proceeded with the interview, and I wrote down all his responses in my notebook. 

There is no denying that it was a challenge for me, given that I am a slow writer when it comes to 

taking notes. I also thought he refused to consent to voice recording for various reasons I could not 

think of that had to do with his past experience. He agreed though to partake in the research and 

signed the consent form with clear understanding. I successfully interviewed all 15 participants, 

despite some of the challenges I encountered. 

 

After completing the 15 interviews, I returned to the barbershops with my notebook and the 

participant observation guide (see Addendum D). I carefully followed the guide while taking notes 

at the sites, with photos being taken last. Since it is dangerous to walk around with a smartphone 

in Wesbank, I provided the barbers with my WhatsApp details and used their smartphones to take 

pictures, which they then sent to me via WhatsApp Messenger. This precaution helped avoid the 

risk of theft. The semi-structured interviews and participant observation were conducted over two 

months, starting in April and continuing until the end of May. 

 

          4.7 Data analysis and interpretation 

 

This research study has used thematic analysis as it was an appropriate analytical approach for 

understanding people’s experiences (Braun and Clarke, 2012). It’s important to take note that 

thematic analysis is a qualitative approach that entails identifying and interpreting recurring themes 

and their significance within the data (Neuman, 2014: 84). I followed different steps that helped 

to organize the data into different themes. I first conducted each interview and transcribed them 

into Google Docs documents separately. I then reread all the transcripts to reflect on the 

interactions and the dialogue as I highlighted themes that popped up and linked to the research 

objectives. I double-checked all themes, which were highlighted in different colors, to ensure they 

matched the original data. Lastly, I named each theme into a category and placed all the data under 

each theme it matched. The thematic analysis has indeed allowed me to identify various themes 

related to the everyday living experiences of Congolese male migrants and how they create a sense 

of belonging through Wesbank barbershops. Furthermore, participant observation notes, including 

photos taken of the five selected barbershops, were used to narrate a story about the barbershops, 
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the participants, and the events that occurred. Unlike the interviews that were turned into 

transcripts, the participant observation notes were used to discuss other themes not covered during 

the interviews. Lastly, all the themes were formulated in response to the aims of the research, and 

I began interpreting recurring themes and their significance within the data (Neuman, 2014: 84).  

 

          4.8 Ethical considerations 

 

Before the study was conducted in the area, I approached all the potential participants and informed 

them of the research I wanted to undertake, engaging with them and answering any questions 

which they might have. Translations of the research questions into French and Swahili were also 

useful in helping the participants understand the kind of questions the researcher would ask before 

they consented. I also came to an agreement with the participants that, even though they were 

willing to use their actual names, including their home addresses, it was best to anonymize personal 

information for privacy. The barbershops are the only names I was granted to use because they are 

just nicknames of the shops according to my participants. After I was satisfied that they understood 

the aims and scope of the research, I explained the concept and content of the informed consent 

forms, and requested that they agree to participate in the research by signing the consent forms.  

 

The Congolese barbers and clients have voluntarily participated in the study with no compensation 

provided. They understood that they could withdraw from the research at any time they wished or 

not to answer questions they were not comfortable with. The pseudonym was chosen to protect 

their identity, ensure the confidentiality of their participation, and anonymize their contributions. 

That explains why I used Participant 1 to Participant 15 instead of their actual names. Yet despite 

their anonymous identity, the barbers permitted me to use the nicknames of the barbershop that 

are found on the map (see Figure 3). They also consented to me taking photos of the barbershop, 

so I could use them for illustration and analysis purposes, as I had explained to them. 

 

          4.9 Limitations of being a researcher 

 

In the case of this research study, I realised that working as a researcher in Wesbank township 

provided me with an advantage, as I was already a resident of the area and knew some of the people 

and understood the everyday dynamics of the area. However, within Wesbank, I also found that 

being an insider made me an outsider in some spaces I was not familiar with, particularly in many 

of the barbershops which I visited for the first time. After completing the interviews, I continued 

visiting the barbershops so that they would become familiar with me and my presence. Although 
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it took time for some, others were friendly and open, which helped to build a level of trust and led 

them to share things about themselves that I had not explicitly asked.  

As a South African and the researcher, I was already aware of the xenophobic tensions in the 

country and that it was a sensitive topic to touch on. I made sure that when I engaged with the 

participants on the topic, I created a safe space for them to discuss what they wanted to share with 

me openly. It was a one-on-one conversation, and I assured the participants that it would stay 

between me and them. Furthermore, I also felt like an outsider among them in the sense that I was 

not included in some of their conversations. This was because I could not understand what they 

were saying to one another when they spoke in Lingala or Swahili. The language barrier created a 

disadvantage for me as a researcher. In some instances, I asked if they were speaking Swahili or 

Lingala when they engaged with one another. I was curious to know, even though I could not 

understand. Their cultural identity, expressed through those languages, clearly marked me as an 

outsider in their conversations. I was limited to taking notes only when I asked questions and 

received explanations in English. This experience made me feel excluded during the participant 

observation phase. This also provided insight into some of the perceptions and feelings that they 

might experience within Cape Town, especially when engaging with people who spoke different 

languages to them. Nevertheless, I managed to collect the information needed for the research, 

including the interviews. 

 

4.10 Conclusion 

The research approach and methodology has been discussed to provide a clear understanding of 

the process followed during fieldwork. Overview of Wesbank township including photos of the 

area have been discussed to showcase the surroundings of the sites and the place in general. Map 

of Wesbank is added as well to point out where the barbershops are situated. Events are also briefly 

discussed to avoid confusion and bring clear understanding on what is happening in the next 

chapter. 

The research methods employed in this study help to understand how the data was collected, 

including the participants I worked with. I have briefly discussed the backgrounds of the 

participants to show the kind of the Congolese male migrants who participated in this study. This 

chapter has explored the intentions of the study and how the data was analysed. The rationale for 

using thematic analysis is explained, along with issues related to ethical considerations and the 

research conducted in Wesbank township. I addressed some of the challenges encountered during 

my fieldwork and acknowledged the people who contributed to finding the participants for the 
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study. Unfortunately, some migrants could not participate, as discussed, because they did not meet 

the nationality requirements. Although I interacted with them from time to time in hopes of finding 

suitable participants through them, things didn't turn out as planned. Finally, I have also discussed 

the limitations I experienced as a researcher in the field, including my position when working with 

Congolese male migrants. In the next chapter, I will focus on the findings and discussion of the 

research study.  
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Chapter 5: Findings and Discussion 

 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

Fifteen Congolese male migrants shared their everyday living experiences and spoke about the 

dynamics and interactions that took place in their barbershops, as well as how they believed that 

their barbershops contributed to creating a sense of belonging in the area. Their contributions also 

provided insight into the meaning they assigned to the wider community area. In this chapter, I 

will show how male Congolese-run barbershops are sites for community-building, belonging, and 

cultural exchange because these are the spaces where migrants connect with the broader 

community of Wesbank. Their everyday living experiences have also shown that they feel at 'home' 

because they feel safe, welcomed as migrants, and respected as barbers. Furthermore, barbershops 

serve not only as business spaces but also as places to connect with South Africans and other 

migrant communities who frequently visit. These sites are also where they maintain their cultural 

and linguistic identity daily, ensuring they do not forget who they are in their ‘new’ environment. 

This is evident through the cultural music played in the barbershops and the languages commonly 

used for communication, such as Swahili and Lingala. 

 

                      5.2 The Path to Barbering: Motivations and Journeys 
 

Figure 4: This image illustrates the exterior of the third selected barbershop in Wesbank. 
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The Legacy barbershop in Figure 4 above is one of the busiest shops on Wesbank Main Road, 

which allows us to look beyond the exterior of Wesbank barbershops and learn about the 

individuals who work inside them. Congolese barbers’ unique experiences help us understand their 

stories and the motivations that led them to become barbers. The motivations behind ‘choosing’ to 

become a barber while in South Africa was a key theme within the Congolese migrants’ narratives 

of their life stories. These included the lack of formal qualifications to pursue other economic 

opportunities. The Congolese migrants' struggle to find a means of economic survival in South 

Africa eventually led them to self-employment by becoming barbers to survive in their host 

country. The following are some illustrative quotes that show their motivations behind becoming 

barbers in Cape Town. 

 

“I am a barber because I don’t need papers for the job. I have no papers or qualifications. I know 

how to cut because I have learned it in my country.” (Participant 1). 

 

“It’s because I didn’t get a job, and I struggled because I am not a citizen of this country. I was 

already a barber in my country. So becoming a barber is the only job I chose because I don’t have 

the ID to get a job.” (Participant 3). 

 

“I choose barbershop because I want to survive. I don’t have family or someone (who) is gonna 

help me, so I do barbershop to survive.” (Participant 4). 

 

“I chose to become a barber because I don’t have another option. I can't leave my family to suffer.” 

(Participant 9). 

 

According to previous studies on migration in Africa, most African migrants resort to creating 

self-employment in the informal sector to avoid entering into direct competition with South 

African nationals, and by so doing, avoid possible violence due to commonly held xenophobic and 

Afrophobic views on the part of South African nationals (Amisi, 2006; De Jong, 2017; Murara, 

2020; Ochunu, 2020). However, the findings of this study reveal a different story as to why 

Congolese migrants in Wesbank chose to open barbershops: namely that being a barber provided 

a viable economic opportunity to survive, noting that they struggled with job opportunities as they 
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lacked formal qualifications and were foreign nationals in the country. Their struggles for 

economic survival in the face of formal political and economic exclusion, illustrate some of the 

dynamics of the politics of belonging which emerge due to formal political regulations which 

control entry into a country and the right to live in it, along with the economic right to earn a living 

in a foreign land. Unlike South Africans, foreign migrants have a different experience when it 

comes to work opportunities. This displays the politics of belonging, where transnational migrants 

feel excluded for not being citizens of the country (Yuval-Davis, 2006). 

 

An example of this can also be seen in job opportunities that require individuals to have a South 

African ID, which these migrants do not possess. National identity creates an unequal distribution 

of power between citizens and migrants, resulting in migrants not having the same privileges 

(Amisi, 2006; Yuval-Davis, 2006; Murara, 2020). It is for these reasons that the Congolese male 

participants found that they had no option left in their host country but to decide to do something 

for themselves to survive. Opening or working in a barbershop presented a viable opportunity for 

survival. Their choice of occupation often aligns with their existing skills and familiarity with the 

work. Family also played a role in their decision to become barbers, as exercising this profession 

allowed them to support and sustain their families. 

 

As can be seen in the short excerpts above, two of the participants above (one and three) already 

had ‘cutting skills’ or had been barbers in DRC before they came to Cape Town. Drawing on pre- 

existing skills or trade was shared by other participants as well. However, being a barber in the 

Congo did not automatically mean that the participants immediately turned to barbering when they 

came to Cape Town. As can be seen below, some participants had a more meandering path in their 

employment before finally choosing to exercise their profession of barbering that they had 

previously exercised when living in the Congo. 

 

“I been a barber at home. I am from Congo, DRC. I was a barber since home, but when I came to 

South Africa my first job was driving deliveries, and then I saw that thing they don’t want to make 

me permanent, and I resigned. I am now a barber.” (Participant 11). 

 

Participant 11’s portrayal of his pathway to being a barber in Cape Town reveals that this was not 

his first choice. He shared how he tried other options which would guarantee a permanent stable 

income, such as being a delivery driver. However, in the face of his employer’s refusal to make 
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him permanent, thereby guaranteeing economic stability, he preferred to rely on his pre-existing 

skills of barbering. The quotes below reveal that other participants came to barbering after 

exercising other professions or having other skill sets. Leaving their previous jobs to become 

barbers demonstrates that these Congolese male migrants in Wesbank have an entrepreneurial 

spirit that enables them to be self- employed. 

 

“I used to be a teacher in my country, but before I used to be a barber I was doing security guard.” 

(Participant 5). 

 

 

“I used to be a shoemaker in 2010 before I became a barber but I have left the job to become a 

barber.” (Participant 6). 

 

“First, I was in Silversands, I was doing also panel beaters and spray painting. And I did security 

in Silversands here in Wesbank.” (Participant 12). 

 

The participants’ stories reveal that they traveled different paths in their economic journeys before 

they turned to the barbering business. Doing a range of different jobs and turning their hand to 

whatever is available as a possible economic opportunity is a common theme in their narratives. 

Congolese migrants, regardless of their gender, have always engaged in various economic 

activities to survive in a host country (Crush and Chikanda, 2015; Tawodzera and Chikanda, 2016; 

Trapido and Inaka, 2018; Murara, 2020). Ultimately, however, the participants’ narratives reveal 

how after working in a range of jobs, they finally all chose to pursue one thing: barbering. 

Whatever reasons they had for leaving their previous jobs, becoming an entrepreneur is one of 

their survival strategies, providing them self-reliance and comfort. This entrepreneurial approach 

to survival echoes with Crush and Chikanda’s (2015) findings. 
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                            5.3 Shared Identity of Belonging in Barbershops 
 

Figure 5: This is the image of the fourth selected barbershop for participant observation in Wesbank 

 

 

The barbershop in Figure 5 which was taken at the taxi rank gives a clear reminder about the rest 

of the sites, that Wesbank barbershops are spaces of belonging for migrants to establish their 

identity. This is because the majority of the barbershops belong to Congolese men who share 

common experiences as migrants in the host country. Most of the residents in the area also 

acknowledge these sites as social spaces for Congolese men to make a living and sustain 

themselves. After having learnt about the Congolese men on their motivations and journeys to 

become barbers. I discovered that their shared identity of belonging in barbershops helped further 

to understand their pathways to barbering. This is because their shared identity of belonging in 

barbershops connects to the motivations and journeys that led them to become barbers, which is 

discussed in the previous section. 

 

A strong component of the narratives of the Congolese barbers spoke to their shared identity and 

how the barbershops functioned as sites of constructing belonging. Excerpts from selected 

participants below give us insight into their sense of identities.  
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“I see myself as an African because the years I have been staying, I never stayed those years in 

Congo.” (Participant 2). 

 

“I can just say I am Congolese. What describes me is the job I do. I am a barber.” (Participant 

5). 

 

“I am Congolese. I am African; that is who I am.” (Participant 6).  

 

 

Their responses concerning identity show how they perceive themselves as migrants living in a 

host country. This links to cultural identity, which allows us to acknowledge these migrants’ sense 

of belonging in time and space (Bhabha, 1994), and this also embodies Anderson’s (1983) concept 

of “imagined communities.” In other words, Congolese migrants acknowledge their identity, 

which reflects who they are as Africans and their country of origin. It is interesting to note how 

Participant 2 distances himself from Congo, and rather draws on his African identity due to the 

many years of exile. This is quite different to Participant 5 and 6, who in different ways foreground 

their Congolese identities, but who do so in a way that also draws on other dimensions of 

belonging, such as regional identity in being African, or through his profession, and being a barber. 

Their narratives reveal how barbering has become a new professional identity that defines them 

and what they do in the new environment of their host country. Exploring the how and the why 

barbering has come to represent a form of niche employment opportunity for Congolese males, the 

participants foreground that becoming a barber was more a question of ease of access and uptake, 

and the gap that has been left in the market by the apparent lack of interest by South Africans. 

Their reflections on why they think there are so many Congolese barbers in Wesbank or in Cape 

Town are captured below.  

 

“The reason why that is because it's the easiest job we can do and the South Africans don't like to 

cut hair. They don't like this job so that we get that opportunity.” (Participant 5). 

 

“I think maybe because most Congolese they don't have ID and it is easy for them to work in the 

barbershop.” (Participant 7).
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“Most foreigners they don’t have ID’s to get other jobs. That is the reason other people are 

working in the barbershops because the government don’t give us other options.” (Participant 

11). 

 

“I think, especially for Congolese, there is no other thing to do here in Cape Town. Because they 

decide to be a barber because it’s easy for them, they struggle too much to go up and down to go 

look for a job.” (Participant 14). 

 

The nature of these responses above links to some of the reasons why Congolese chose to become 

barbers. However, as I have argued in this section, the focus was on the shared experience and 

identity of these migrants. Their national and gendered identity as Congolese men reveals the 

common experience they have in South Africa in terms of work opportunities. Therefore, they feel 

excluded, like outsiders, which aligns with the politics of belonging (Yuval-Davis, 2006). As 

outsiders who belong to another country, they have adopted the identity of being a barber due to 

their common experience. Through an intersectional lens, we can understand that their shared 

experience as Congolese male migrants reveals their ‘social position’ in the host country and 

further helps us understand the unequal distribution of power between citizens and migrants 

(Levine-Rasky, 2011). Levine-Rasky’s (2011) intersectionality also helps us understand 

Congolese migrants’ ‘social position’ in relation to ‘social positioning’. In this case, social 

positioning refers to how Congolese male migrants have taken the initiative to open barbershops 

to empower themselves and bring a sense of dignity to their identity. This relates to De Jong’s 

(2017) research study on Congolese men in Johannesburg, who used their skills to create self- 

employment and promote pride in their identity. The same can be said about the Congolese men 

in Wesbank, who have adopted the identity of barbers. Barbershops have become social spaces, 

community hubs, and sites for community building, where they also create a sense of belonging 

and maintain their cultural identity as members of the Congolese community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



72 

 

                                           5.4 Dynamics in the Barbershop 
 

Figure 6: This image illustrates the interior of the only unisex barbershop in Wesbank. 

 

The unisex barbershop in Figure 6 is another popular shop in the area that is located near Wesbank 

main road, opposite the road circle at the taxi rank. It has much more to offer than just being a 

business that helps Congolese migrants generate an income for survival in the host country. What 

is uniquely different about this barbershop from the rest is the fact that Congolese male barbers 

work together with Congolese females to cater for both women and men. I have also observed the 

activities that took place inside Wesbank barbershops, and this section provides insight into the 

dynamics in the barbershops such as the ebb and flow of business, cultural identities and exchange, 

integration, social networking, and others discovered during fieldwork. 

 

The barbershop illustrated in Figure 6 helped me learn and understand why it is a unisex shop 

including the role of the two Congolese women who work there. My participants informed me that 

the role of Congolese women was needed to expand the business and offer services such as hair 

braiding and other hairstyles to female clients. Hiring Congolese women was best for business as
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the barbers lacked the skill in that area, and these women had the knowledge and skill of braiding 

hair. The image in Figure 6 above also shows a poster with female hairstyles for clients to choose 

from, that is hanging next to the fan.  

What I noticed to be different about this barbershop from others is the way it is decorated inside. 

The interior is much bigger because it is a unisex space that is occupied and shared by both 

Congolese men and women. Other barbershops are mainly dominated by men with fewer female 

clients. Still, the unisex barbershop stands alone as a site that is more inclusive in terms of gender, 

and that has led to an increased number of male and female clients. During participant observation, 

I observed that the barbershop was more crowded at the end of the month, with a mixed number 

of clients which is rare in male-dominated barbershops. The atmosphere was completely different 

compared to other sites, as some female clients and visitors brought their children along with them. 

I could easily tell by the noise and activities which showcased that indeed unisex barbershop is an 

inclusive social space where Congolese women frequently engage with their clients. We can’t say 

the same about other barbershops, where Congolese men often engage in conversations about war 

in their country, Congo, and crime in South Africa. At the unisex barbershop, the Congolese 

barbers were only involved in less sensitive topics in the presence of women and children, 

however, that shifted one time when it was just Congolese men with their Burundian friends 

including myself. That day, the Congolese barbers shared so much information and everything felt 

different because the women were not there due to personal issues. Nonetheless, the presence of 

Congolese women as workers in the unisex barbershop has indeed changed the feelings about the 

shop to a welcoming, inclusive space. That is something that cannot be said about other 

barbershops where there is no feminine touch or feeling because they are all male-dominated 

spaces. 

 

           5.4.1 Ebb and flow in business 
 

An interesting dynamic which I noted during the participant observation and which I followed up 

in discussions with the participants was to explore the ebb and flow of business during the week 

and over the period of a month. Did Congolese barbers make enough money to survive and sustain 

their families? I explored with them which days of the week and month they were more likely to 

be busy and when there was a lull in business. According to the participants, they have mentioned 

that they are more likely to get busy during weekends and month end. Those are the times 

barbershops get crowded by the clients. The participants shared their analysis of their client visits 
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to their barbershops below. 

 

“Sometimes Friday, Saturday, and Sunday are busy on weekends. It also gets busy during the first 

week of the month when people are paid and have money.” (Participant 1). 

 

 

“Our barbershop open Monday to Sunday but most time to get customers is only on weekends. 

Monday to Thursday it is open to see what can happen and on weekends sometimes a lot of people 

come and cut” (Participant 7). 

 

 

“Somedays when something is happening on big days like Christmas. We get very busy” 

(Participant 5). 

 

The weekends, end of the month, and holidays are highlighting the busy days that enable the 

barbers to make more income. This contrasts with the days when they get few clients or do not 

generate any income at all. Despite the challenges, they continue to press on daily to make a living 

through their barbershops. Previous studies also confirm that migrants endure in the informal 

sector, even though they only make a little to survive in a host country (Crush and Chikanda, 2015; 

Tete-Rosenthal, 2015). Congolese barbers in Wesbank exemplify this, as they understand there are 

days when businesses face hardship. Their experiences concerning the clients’ visits also provide 

insight into the dynamics in the barbershop and address gaps that previous studies have not focused 

on (Dyers, 2018; Murara, 2020).  

Having more than one barber working will also impact how busy the barbershop gets. However, 

they experience similar intense periods on weekends or at the end of the month. I was also informed 

by one Congolese barber who works alone that there are days when he does not even open the 

shop. When I asked for the reason behind his decision, he explained that he lost many clients 

because there are now many barbershops in Wesbank. This was not the case in the past when there 

were only a few available in the community. Furthermore, this explains why other participants I 

interviewed said the business is slow. 
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           5.4.2 The Barbershops as Sites of Exchange and Construction of Cultural Identities 
 

Wesbank is a multicultural community, so I explored if these barbershop spaces were as diverse 

as the broader community area. The responses from the participants indicated that the client 

demographic reflects the broad community’s diversity.  

 

“Most of our customers are South Africans. The young people mostly”( Participant 2). 

 

 

“People from everywhere. Any nationality is welcome; any people come and cut.” 

(Participant 9). 

 

“Even foreigners, they cut here” (Participant 11). 

 

 

“We cut customers, children, girlfriends, coloreds, Xhosas, even Indian guys” (Participant 12). 

 

 

The participants revealed that diverse groups of people visit the barbershops in Wesbank including 

workers, children, girlfriends, South Africans, and migrants, representing a wide range of 

occupation, age, gender, and national identities. This supports the idea that there are no restrictions 

on who is ‘allowed’ to visit the barbershop. When I did participant observation at the second 

selected barbershop, I noticed some clients paid a visit with their partners. For instance, a coloured1 

man who happened to be one of the clients brought his girlfriend along with their child. While the 

barber was busy cutting his hair, his girlfriend and their child were seated inside the barbershop in 

the visitor’s chairs and waited for him to finish. This seems to show that the barbershops can also 

become social spaces. Even though people are waiting for their family member or friend to get a 

haircut, for as long as the haircut lasts, the barbershop is converted into a social space of leisure 

and social interaction. This idea of the barbershop being a social site was reinforced by my 

observations that not all people who visited the barbershops were clients as some of the individuals 

who were regular visitors were Congolese friends of the barbers. 

The barbershops are also sites of productions of gender. This can be seen in the mainly gendered 

division of being male barbers and predominantly male clients and the kinds of gendered hairstyles 
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on offer. Figure 8 below shows how a particular version of masculinity is being produced in the 

display of ‘male’ haircuts, along with the tag, “for the big boyz”. However, these notions of certain 

haircuts as one of the ways to produce masculinity are also destabilized by women clients choosing 

to come to the male barbershop rather than traditionally female hairdressers. This can be seen in 

the two women clients that I observed using the barbershops, who came to the male Congolese 

barbers because of the kinds of haircuts they offer. A colored woman requested for a ‘faida2’, 

which is a popular haircut in Wesbank township. She explained everything in detail to the barber 

and stated how she wanted the faida haircut to look like. Another African woman client who 

walked in asked the barber for a chiskop3. This demonstrates that women have the autonomy to 

choose what to do with their hair. Furthermore, it shows that hairstyling or haircuts are not limited 

to a certain gender, as some women also choose the same cuts as men. However, for women to get 

these ‘male’ haircuts, they need to come to the male barbershops as these styles are not on offer in 

traditionally female hairdressing salons.  

Informal businesses like barbershops are also spaces for cultural exchange where ideas from other 

cultures are represented, just as the poster of female hairstyles illustrated in Figure 5. I was 

informed by the Congolese women through our small conversation that even the kind of hair they 

use for braiding on the clients comes from other countries like Brazil, India, and China including 

African countries. That explains why informal businesses in Wesbank, like the unisex barbershop, 

have exposed me to a clear example of cultural exchange. It is not just about the different types of 

hairstyles but also the material itself that is used to meet the client’s needs and desires. These 

findings echo the arguments of Crush and Chikanda (2015), Tete-Rosenthal (2015), and Murara 

(2020). The breadth of client demographics in barbershops also highlight the sites as spaces for 

various groups of people to display their identities (Murara, 2020), notably in the languages in 

which they interact with each other. It is not just the migrants, but also their clients, who express 

their identity through the language they speak. For instance, in the five selected barbershop sites I 

frequently visited, I observed that coloured people spoke Afrikaans to one another, while Xhosas 

did the same in their mother tongue. The same can be said about migrant communities.  
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                          5.5 Barbershops as Sites for Community Building 
 

Figure 7: This image illustrates the exterior of the fifth selected barbershop on Wesbank Main Road. 

 

 

Abdul’s barbershop in Figure 7 above was the fifth selected barbershop for participant observation. 

It is situated opposite Hoogweg primary school next to the taxi rank. The owner of the barbershop 

is a Burundian man who works with the Congolese barber, and this is one the sites where clients 

and visitors often interact with migrants. Although it is a male-dominated barbershop, it is also 

one of the busiest sites in the area due to activities the barbers are involved in, which extend beyond 

cutting of hair. What I discovered about the signs on the exterior of the barbershop is that they also 

repair cell phones and shoes for their clients. In other words, they deal with different clients as 

some of them visit the barbershop only for issues concerning cell phones and shoes.  The activities 

they do in terms of business is not something that is found in most barbershops in Wesbank 

township. 

One of the objectives of the research study has been to examine the role of Congolese-run 

barbershops as sites for community building, belonging, and cultural exchange. In the previous 

sections, the discussion laid the groundwork for understanding why these male Congolese migrants 

chose to become barbers. Following that, the focus shifted to the dynamics in the barbershops, 
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which helped explore the ebb and flow of business, cultural exchange, demographics, and 

challenges regarding how the businesses function in the area. Moreover, I explore cultural 

exchange and shared identity, how these migrants create a sense of belonging in these spaces, and 

how that in turn contributes to community building.  

Barbershops are not only spaces in which the business of haircuts and styles happen. They also 

function as social spaces that bring people together, where interactions and exchanges take place 

between South Africans and migrants, and identities, friendships, social relationships and 

communities are constructed. This echoes Blumenstock et al.'s (2022) argument that when 

migrants relocate to other countries, they create connections upon arrival. The social relationships 

in Wesbank barbershops provide that example of interconnectedness. In the context of this study, 

this interconnectedness helps us understand the meaning and purpose of these social networks 

(Gelderblom and Adams, 2006). In this way, barbershops, as community hubs, play a significant 

role in bringing people together, and we observe how these encounters extend beyond the confines 

of the barbershops into the broader community area. 

Excerpts from selected participants below draw on the language of friendliness and connection 

when characterising the dynamics and interaction between barber and ‘client’. 

 

 

“The customers stay long in my barbershop because I am friendly and I know how to work with 

them” (Participant 3). 

 

 

“The barbershop is also a space we use to meet and connect with one another when we are not 

busy” (Participant 8). 

“Everybody who comes to the barbershop is my friend” (Participant 11). 

 

These excerpts reinforces the idea that barbershops are seen to be sites of constructing community 

hubs and spaces for community building. The idea that could be deduced from the excerpt above 

that ‘customers stay long’, shows that the barber sees his service as being beyond that of merely 

cutting hair, but of offering a site where social connection can be made. At the second selected 

barbershop, I observed the visit of two young coloured women who had recently completed high 

school. From the interactions and conversation I observed, they were friends with the barbers. On 

the day I visited, they were having an informal conversation with the Congolese barbers. At the 
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third barbershop, I also observed the interaction between Congolese barbers and their two Xhosa 

South African friends. I noticed that the friends were not there to get haircuts but to relax and 

converse with the barbers while they drank their beer. In the same barbershop, I also observed a 

young, coloured woman seated in the barbershop playing music and frequently changing songs. 

She was clearly feeling ‘at home’ and displaying a sense of entitlement to the space to change the 

music and contribute to the ambience of the barbershop. In like manner, at the fourth selected 

barbershop, I saw the barber interacting with four of his coloured friends; one was an adult who 

was giving the barber a chiskop haircut since the barber could not do it himself. The other three 

were young children, two boys and a coloured girl of primary school age, who often visited the 

barber. They were sitting in the barbershop eating fast food, and the barber didn’t seem to mind 

because he knew them well. From these observations, I can conclude that these barbershops 

function simultaneously as a place of business as well as social spaces in which people from 

different cultural backgrounds connect and produce social relationships. Noting the trans-national 

nature of these connections, I argue that these social relationships produced in the barbershops 

exemplify the production of inclusion of the Congolese barbers in the community, a key dimension 

of Yuval-Davis (2006) concept of belonging. 

Furthermore, barbershops as community hubs help to understand the undeniable reality that they 

are social spaces connecting migrants and South Africans, regardless of ‘race’, age and gender. 

Indeed, people use these spaces to interact and get to know one another better. This explains why 

it is not just customers who frequently visit these sites but also friends. This aligns with the concept 

of social ties, where shared understanding and acceptance through friendship and shared identity 

among migrants in the barbershops are evident (Sibanda, 2010). Barbershops are not only social 

spaces for migrant communities but for everyone who visits and interacts with the barbers. 
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                           5.5.1 Barbershop Service: Trust and Credit 
 

Figure 8: This image illustrates the interior of the fifth selected barbershop, showing some of the equipment 

used during working hours. 

 

The image in Figure 8 above portrays the equipment used by the barbers during their working 

hours. This includes fans, hairsprays, aprons, towels, brushes, and more. When it comes to 

barbershops, this equipment is essential for providing their services. 

I was also curious to explore how the Congolese barbers run their services. My observations of the 

close social relationships between barbers and their clients gave me insight into how the barbers 

manage their client interactions regarding the services they offer. My interactions with the barbers 

revealed that they negotiate everything with their clients regarding payments, deciding whether or 

not to offer them credit or not based on the particular relationship they have with the clients. Two 

Congolese barbers mentioned that their decision to assist clients depends on how well they know 

them. Other participants said they keep a book where they write down names and amounts of 

money owed by their clients, though I was unable to access this book for personal reasons. Some 

barbers argued that since most people in Wesbank are poor and struggling, they sometimes cut
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hair for free for certain clients. This provides insight into the relationship between barbers and 

customers, highlighting the trust in their interactions and clearly demonstrates that the barbers are 

an integral part of the community.  

 

Participants shared their thoughts regarding the cost of their services. 

 

 

“The cuts usually differ, but for the old people we charge R50, and for small children, it begins 

from R35 to R45” (Participant 15). 

 

 

“We usually help customers regardless of having a short money. Sometimes we cut them and 

inform them to come back and pay later when they have money.” (Participant 8). 

 

 

This shows the sliding scales of prices for haircuts, and how the barbers are sympathetic to some 

of the clients who cannot afford to pay the full price. I believe that this demonstrates that their 

business is not just about making an income, but they see themselves as playing a role in supporting 

community members who struggle economically. These practices demonstrate another example of 

the concept of 'social networks and community formation’ discussed in the previous chapters, and 

also draws our attention to the role of social capital. Social capital is defined as the interdependence 

of individuals in groups, relying on one another to achieve common goals (Putnam, 1995: 67). In 

the context of this study, the common goal is for Congolese migrants to generate income in the 

host country and sustain their families. The idea of social capital confirms the social relationships 

between Congolese migrants and their South African clients, a relationship which extends beyond 

the confines of barbershop spaces (Putnam, 1995; Blumenstock et al., 2022). This shows the 

significance of how their regular customers can access the barbershops and negotiate payment 

dates. It is all about social connectedness through relationships, which has fostered trust (Lesage 

and Ha, 2012). Offering haircuts with sliding scale rates, credit in the form of tracking payment in 

a book, or offering customers free haircuts, are signs of long standing, stable relationships. These 

ultimately demonstrate the embedded nature of the barbers’ community membership in Wesbank. 
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           5.5.2 Cultural Integration and Exchange 
 

Cultural integration and exchange are another important aspect this study focused on because it 

aligns with the broad question of where community building and cultural exchange are key 

components. Noting that Wesbank is a multicultural community which is reflected in the diversity 

of their customer base, I found that the barbershops functioned as sites of community building, 

and they played a particular role in cultural integration and exchange within Wesbank. Cultural 

integration refers to different groups of people living together in one space or place, learning to 

adapt to a new environment and different cultural backgrounds (Dyers, 2018). Wesbank is a place 

that exemplifies cultural integration, and barbershops are social spaces where cultural exchange 

takes place with Congolese learning more from their South African clients and the languages they 

speak. Furthermore, I discovered that the clients had different ways of expressing themselves and 

their identities to the barbers. During the interview sessions, I asked questions to explore levels 

and modes of cultural integration and exchange (see Addendum C noting questions that asked 

participants to reflect on who came to get their haircut at the barbershop, and the nature of their 

relationships with local communities, both marital and other). The results have shown that cultural 

integration and exchange are taking place and extending beyond the confines of these sites. A few 

of the participants responded as follows: 

 

“It was different for us when those people come cut in the barbershop. They asked to cut a style in 

Afrikaans. It was difficult for me but then I learn and understand. The language was a problem 

but I understand now.” (Participant 7). 

 

 

“I am married to a South African woman. I live with my wife for 10 years because my daughter is 

10 years, but we married last year in September.” (Participant 1). 

“I have a fiancé is a South African, a coloured woman.” (Participant 11). 

 

“Two South Africans I work with they are Xhosa and Colored. Sometimes they have something to 

eat which they will share with me. They think about me because we work together.” 

(Participant 3). 
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Social spaces such as barbershops become places where both Congolese migrants and South 

Africans negotiate their identities and interactions, and express themselves culturally. The 

languages that were spoken and the ways in which the Congolese barbers learnt local languages to 

interact with a range of clients in the barbershop, the music played, and the food eaten and shared 

are some of the cultural elements used by both the Congolese migrants and South Africans to 

express themselves. As part of their practices of cultural integration, I observed that the barbers 

had learnt local languages and were able to interact with their customers in the clients’ own 

language. Examples include barbers responding and interacting with customers and people who 

visited in isiXhosa and Afrikaans. It is important to note that I am not suggesting that all Congolese 

barbers in Wesbank speak or understand these South African languages fluently. Rather, they are 

exposed to these languages and have learned the basics to understand and speak them. A few of 

the Congolese participants mentioned that language was an issue for them in the beginning of their 

stay in South Africa, given that they did not understand South African languages such as IsiXhosa 

and Afrikaans. However, things changed for them over the years, and they no longer feel like 

language is a barrier. 

In addition, I noticed that the barbers played all kinds of local and Congolese music to entertain 

their clients and visitors, as well as providing entertainment through television (see Figure 8). 

Apart from entertaining their clients and visitors by playing music and showing television, the 

Congolese barbers also play their own cultural music, along with other things they enjoy watching 

and listening to. This became a form of cultural exchange between the Congolese barbers and the 

South African clients. 

Other examples of cultural integration and exchange include the affective relationships which the 

Congolese barbers have formed with South African women. As seen in the excerpts above, a few 

of the Congolese barbers are engaged or married to South Africans, demonstrating how these 

practices of cultural integration extend beyond the barbershop into the broader community. Food 

and the ways in which it is prepared and consumed is an important dimension of cultural exchange 

and productions of belonging. One Congolese barber noted that his South African colleagues 

sometimes share food with him. ‘Breaking bread’ together is an everyday practice that speaks to 

the building of emotional ties and practices of sharing culture through the consumption of food. 

On one of my participant observations at the first selected barbershop, I found a Congolese barber 
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relaxing with his Burundian friends, eating ‘amagwinya’ (fat cakes), which are sold at the taxi rank 

and elsewhere in the community. In these social spaces, migrants also engage in cultural exchange 

when they eat South Africa’s popular food. During an informal conversation with one of the 

participants about the food that people eat, he informed me that Congolese people generally like 

to eat ‘pap’ (porridge) with fish, chicken, or any meat; the protein changes, but ‘pap’ must be 

included in the dish. During another visit to the first selected barbershop, I observed the Congolese 

barber, who was also one of the participants in this research study, eating pap (porridge) and meat 

with his hands. Eating with one’s hands is new to me, but I believe it showed how the Congolese 

barbers were eating ‘local’ food, but in a Congolese practice, with their hands. In my discussions 

with some of the Congolese barbers, they informed me that pap and meat is a cultural food that 

reminds them of their place of origin in a host country, while at the same time, they have tasted 

South African food. 

Furthermore, cultural integration and exchange help us to understand Wesbank barbershops as 

social spaces for cultural diversity. This is because of the different groups of people who frequently 

visit and work on these sites. According to De Jong (2017), the Congolese men in Johannesburg 

have utilized their culture to express their identity as Congolese. The same can be said about 

Congolese men in Wesbank barbershops; they use their skill of cutting hair and the languages they 

often speak, such as Lingala and Swahili, to express their identity. However, this differs from the 

findings of previous studies where Congolese speak Francophone (Pinetech and Mulu, 2016; 

Atabongwoung, 2022), in the sense that, the Congolese in Wesbank spoke only Swahili and 

Lingala based on my observation during fieldwork. In other migrant communities that are of 

African descent, Swahili as a language is what brings African migrants together in the area. Where 

there is cultural integration, there is also cultural exchange. 

On the other hand, a few Congolese barbers have exchanged the skill of cutting hair when they 

employed some South Africans at their barbershops. This conforms to what Crush and Chikanda 

(2015), Tete-Rosenthal (2015), and Murara (2020) reveal in their studies as cultural exchange, 

where informal businesses help to foster cultural exchange due to the diversity that is found in 

these spaces. This cultural integration and exchange all contribute to community building. 
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                         5.6 Finding Home in Wesbank: A Sense of Belonging 
 

Figure 9: This image illustrates what the majority of RDP houses look like in Wesbank Township. 

 

The discussion has shown the important roles that these barbershops play in Wesbank. The social 

relationships formed also illustrate how cultural integration and exchange extend beyond these 

sites. Another added dimension to highlight is that the majority of the participants not only work 

in barbershops but also live in the area. Figure 9 above is a photo of an RDP semi-detached house, 

where some South African owners rent a room or a house, if not sold, to migrants. The photo shows 

what the environment of the houses looks like where Congolese migrants stay. 

The following section explores the narratives of the Congolese barbers in relation to the general 

meaning they construct about the place where they live. The physical place where they live refers 

to the entire Wesbank township, and their narratives reveal the important role which place played 

in their stories (Albers et al., 2021). The following quotes share the feelings and experiences of 

what it is like to live in Wesbank of selected participants. 

“It’s peaceful for me; I feel safe because here most people are coloured and are friendly to me. In 

other areas, I am scared what they do to foreigners, but here in Wesbank, it is much better.” 

(Participant 1).
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“My experience living in Wesbank, I like living in Wesbank because I have no problem with any 

people here.” (Participant 7). 

 

“I like to stay in Wesbank, for myself, it's better to stay in Wesbank because it's not like other 

areas. Other areas is difficult to stay, so Wesbank is better. I am safe more than other place. 

Because before I come here I was staying in Delft. I leave Delft because Tsotsi come to my house 

and we fight like that. I see these people is gonna come kill me. Let me move out of this area, then 

I changed to Wesbank. That is why the time I come to Wesbank I see now I am better.” (Participant 

9). 

 

“I like staying here in Wesbank. I don't have a problem because I have been living long here in 

Wesbank. The community of Wesbank they have no problems with the foreigners even that time of 

xenophobia they protected us.” (Participant 10). 

 

Based on the participants’ responses, it is clear that their living experience in Wesbank is compared 

to other places they have lived in or heard of. The differences are that some compared Wesbank 

to their country of origin, while others compared it to surrounding areas in South Africa. The key 

words they kept mentioning were safety, peace, and survival through informal businesses in 

Wesbank. These factors contribute to their preference for Wesbank over other areas. This aligns 

with Czaika and Reinprecht’s (2022) argument that there are push and pull factors causing 

migrants to move from areas where they feel less safe to areas where they feel more secure and 

comfortable. One of the participants also shared his view that living in Wesbank as a Congolese is 

better because gangsters are completely different from those he encountered in Delft, where he 

used to stay. According to him, if the gangsters know you in Wesbank, they do nothing. 

They also shared that they are not forced to pay a protection fee by gangsters or anyone else in the 

area, given that this is a common issue in other townships. They emphasized that they don’t pay a 

protection fee but are aware that it happens in other barbershops in different areas. Participants' 

narratives emphasized how they had never been made to feel unwelcome in Wesbank. Unpacking 

the nature of their personal experiences and everyday living in Wesbank, their narratives 

acknowledge that Wesbank township is not a perfect place and has its own problems, just like 

other areas. They speak to how brushes with crime and violence, particularly the role of gangsters, 
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is an issue that affects them. However, despite the chaos they witness every day, and the crime and 

violence, they still consider the place safe and peaceful to live in. 

 

“It is fine for me. You can survive here and do your business, but gangsters is the problem. The 

people don’t treat you bad and they have respect. I don’t know about other barbers, but here where 

I work, there are a lot of old people who live close to the barbershop, so I don’t have any 

problems.” (Participant 1). 

 

 

“You know South Africa is always on page about crime , ja for instance it's always on page about 

gangsters, gangsterism. Each location got its own naughty people, naughty guys like gangsters. 

Like you see they call themselves names whatever, ya. But for us foreigners here in Wesbank we 

don't have that problems because we are never involved in such kind of things, never involved in 

drugs and those things. We are focusing on our own small businesses.” (Participant 8). 

 

 

“Ja you see like us foreigner in Wesbank we only see problems like gangsters in the community. 

Sometimes they come to the barbershop to cause problems and asks money or sometimes they take 

machines.” (Participant 6). 

 

“From my experience living in Wesbank there is no problem we live with the people or South 

Africans and they have no problem with us foreigners; we are learning their languages and we 

create connections in this community.” (Participant 7). 

 

 

“There is no any problems with it because we have no choice you know. You have to do your best 

to be good. You have to be good to people and so they can know the business you are doing here. 

You have to be clean, to be serious I can say.” (Participant 5). 

 

The participants’ responses reveal that crime and gangsterism are the only issues they are exposed 

to, even though they like living in Wesbank. They acknowledge that crime and gangsterism are 

social issues occurring in other areas of South Africa as well. In Wesbank, only a few participants 

mentioned that gangsterism used to affect their businesses, with gangsters visiting the barbershops 
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and asking for money, which also scared some clients away. However, the barbers addressed this 

issue by calling the police. To clarify, the money in question had nothing to do with a protection 

fee; they pay no one else except the landlord. The gangsters who ask for money are simply 

opportunists. By now, the participants know how to handle gangsters, and gangsterism no longer 

affects their businesses, although it remains an ongoing phenomenon in the community. According 

to the participants, crime and gangsterism also affect South African residents, with gangsters 

breaking into people's houses whenever they have the opportunity. They shared this during our 

informal conversation to illustrate that they are not discriminated against because of their 

nationality. Crime and gangsterism in Wesbank affect everyone, not just migrant communities. 

They are aware that the area has a few bad apples in the form of gangsters.  

The narratives of participants seven and eight reveal the ‘work’ involved in ensuring that they are 

accepted and part of the community. In particular, participant 7 speaks to the effort that he and 

other barbers have to learn local languages in an effort to integrate into the host community, as 

well as part of a business strategy to communicate with their clients better. He frames this in a 

positive way, emphasizing their positive experiences in creating connections with South Africans. 

This echoes Inaka and Trapido’s (2015) argument that migrants’ mission in the host country is to 

become entrepreneurs when they cannot find work and to create more networks with other people. 

It also explains why migrants focus on business; they think about their families (De Jong, 2017; 

Murara, 2020). Participant 5’s narrative does provide some insight into the ‘respectability’ politics 

which is at play in his perception of the area and the issues that affect them as foreign nationals – 

the need to be ‘seen’ to be ‘good’, and to show that you are ‘clean’. 

Another participant expressed his joy in living in Wesbank as a Congolese; he recalls the time he 

had no place to stay, and a Xhosa friend helped him find accommodation. This emphasizes the 

connections and support received from local South Africans, a sign not only of acceptance, but 

benefitting from an active construction of belonging by a South African. For others, living in 

Wesbank as a Congolese isn't different from living as a South African. The gangsterism issue does 

not affect them, and they live peacefully with their families. All the participants’ responses 

highlighted their positive thoughts about living in Wesbank, regardless of crime and gangsterism. 

It is interesting to note that they only spoke about being affected by gangsters after being prompted 

by my questions. This seems to suggest that their positive sense of place living in Wesbank 

overrides any concerns about gangsterism. 
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Their positive thoughts and living experiences in Wesbank made me more curious about their 

sense of connection to the broader community and whether they would consider Wesbank to be 

their ‘home’. 

Their narratives highlight that they do feel Wesbank to be their home, and that it was a peaceful 

place where they can live with their families and raise their children. In other words, there was a 

sense of security and belonging compared to their country of origin, the Democratic Republic of 

the Congo, and other areas of South Africa they do not wish to relocate to. Their perceptions about 

how they feel about Wesbank can be seen in the following quotes: 

 

“I feel home because people are friendly in this community.” (Participant 1). 

 

 

“I feel like Wesbank is home because I work here. I make a living.” (Participant 2). 

 

 

“Wesbank is my home I live here for 15 years. This is my home because of my children.” 

(Participant 4). 

 

 

“Wesbank for me is home because you see home is the way you stay, the way you start your new 

life. Wesbank is home for me because my wife gets children here. That is why I say it's my home.” 

(Participant 9). 

 

 

The participants’ responses reveal minor differences as to why they feel Wesbank is their home, 

and most of the things they said interlink with one another. Some of the Congolese migrants 

focused on South African residents to indicate that they were friendly and welcoming. It makes 

things a lot easier for them to integrate into the community and call the place home. For others, it 

has to do with the number of years they have lived in Wesbank, running a business, and taking 

care of their families. Yet again, the Congolese migrants' responses to Wesbank as their home 

clearly show there is an emotional attachment to the place.  They live in the ‘new’ environment 

where they have started a family and feel a sense of belonging because of their children. Having 

children in and of a place is a marker of generational commitment to a place. In addition to that, 

as migrant residents, living in an area where they are welcomed by the broader community allows 
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them to feel safer. These findings affirm Yuval-Davis’ (2006) theory of belonging, which 

highlights the role of emotional attachment to a place, the social location, and the constructions of 

emotional relationships with the people in the community. The place called Wesbank that they are 

now living in has become home and reveals the personal connection and significant meaning 

attached to it (Vandemark, 2007). They assign meaning to the geographical area because they 

identify it as a place of belonging, a place that they can call home. Albers et al.'s (2021) ‘place 

attachment’ helps us further understand why Congolese migrants feel at home in Wesbank. This 

has to do with the bond between Congolese migrants and Wesbank township, which gives them 

enough reason to call it home. Migrants often develop an emotional tie to the new places they 

migrate to (Albers et al., 2021). Although their national identity is one of the determining factors, 

they don’t belong in South Africa as citizens of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). 

They do belong as legal migrants and residents of Wesbank township which provides an 

environment for them to live in and that is safe and welcoming to them.  

Furthermore, in addition to the participants feeling like Wesbank is home, they also expressed 

similar opinions about what should be done to deal with the issues of crime and gangsterism. 

Throughout our informal conversations, they informed me that the government could do something 

to control the situation so that it would not negatively impact South Africans’ homes or their 

businesses in the future. The main argument put forward was that the lack of a police station in 

Wesbank allowed the gangsters too much freedom to act. When the police are needed for an 

emergency, it takes time for the police to reach the area, given that Wesbank residents rely on 

Mfuleni’s police station. According to the participants, almost everyone in Wesbank knows about 

the issue of police not showing up when they are needed or always coming late. They believe that 

the area they now call ‘home’ also needs visible policing. Now, there is a lack of policing, and 

they believe that if the government were to establish a police station, this would go some way to 

tackle crime and gangsterism. What is noteworthy about these conversations is that they 

demonstrate the commitment that the participants have to the area, and to the safety and wellbeing 

of all who live in it.  

 

          5.7 Conclusion 
 

In this chapter, I have discussed the everyday living experiences of Congolese male migrants and 

how they create a sense of belonging through their barbershops. The discussion traced the 
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pathways to, and motivations for being a barber, and the niche market that the Congolese have 

established in the area. They shared how the years has seen an increase in the number of Congolese 

barbershops in the area, which has negatively impacted on the money they make now compared to 

previous years when there were fewer barbershops in the area. I have shown that what they do for 

a living has become a new profession and an identity that defines who they are in their ‘new’ 

environment. The challenges of being a migrant and having no identity document (ID) is a common 

challenge identified by the participants, which has created a disadvantage for them when it comes 

to work opportunities. Yuval-Davis (2006) speaks to how the very act of identifying people 

through being citizens or non-citizens and having official papers or not, creates an unequal 

distribution of power and opportunities, resulting in the politics of belonging in a country or an 

area. 

The insights on barbershops as sites for identity construction have been discussed and allowed us 

to see the important role of these informal businesses. Participants have expressed that barbershops 

are the only thing they have to empower themselves as Congolese men. That helped us understand 

why these sites are used by Congolese to foster a sense of belonging, where they get to maintain 

their cultural identity. What they do to survive is similar to that of other migrants in the host country 

(Crush and Chikanda, 2015; De Jong, 2017; Murara, 2020). Gender identity has also helped us 

understand the majority of the barbershops as male-dominated, and that says a lot about Congolese 

migrants and their profession. Their job displays their masculinity as Congolese men not only to 

sustain themselves, but also to be providers of their families. In that way, barbershops have become 

sites for them to restore their dignity as Congolese men in South Africa. 

Furthermore, the participants’ stories have revealed the important role these barbershops play as 

sites for community building, belonging, and cultural exchange. The social relationships between 

barbers and their clients and friends have shown that their friendship extends beyond the confines 

of the barbershops. This is where I have discussed Congolese migrants’ sense of belonging, both 

in the barbershops and in Wesbank, the broader community where the sites are located. The most 

striking positive role of these barbershops is the fact that they bring people together in the 

community, including migrant communities, visitors, and clients. Some barbers have also hired 

South Africans who, in the meantime, are unemployed and struggle to find jobs. For other migrant 

communities, the barbershops help them interact with Congolese barbers and provide a safe space. 

Lastly, Wesbank plays a huge role not only as a place where these sites are but also as a place that 

means ‘home’ to the Congolese migrants. 
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In the following chapter, I will summarise the main arguments of the study and highlight the key 

findings. I will lay out what I will consider to be some of the implications of the study and the 

findings that I have laid out.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 

Wesbank is one of the earliest post-apartheid townships established on the outskirts of Cape Town, 

South Africa (Blommaert et al., 2005), and is home to both South African and migrant 

communities. This research study has highlighted the diverse ways in which Congolese barbers 

construct belonging in their everyday lives. 

Drawing on the narratives of 15 Congolese male migrants who work as barbers in Wesbank, and 

participant observation in five barbershops, the research examines their productions of belonging 

as evidenced in the cultural and socio-economic dynamics in their barbershops, as well as the 

social networks and relationships constructed within their community of Wesbank. 

This research responds to a gap in academic knowledge, as not much has been written about 

Congolese migrants or migrant communities in the area called Wesbank. This is not to argue that 

there is a lack of studies on the experiences of the Congolese community elsewhere in South Africa 

because that would not be true. Several research studies have been conducted on the Congolese 

community in different parts of South Africa, and this thesis covered some of them (see Amisi, 

2006; Crush and Chikanda, 2015; Inaka and Trapido, 2015; De Jong, 2017; Atabongwoung, 2022; 

Katser, 2022). Even scholars such as Owen (2015) have explored the experiences of Congolese in 

Muizenberg, Cape Town, which helps in understanding the Congolese community. However, 

Wesbank township, which is also on the outskirts of Cape Town, lacks in-depth research on 

Congolese migrants and other migrant communities found within the area. Previous studies that 

exist on Wesbank have only focused on South African residents (Dyers, 2004; Blommaert et al., 

2005; Dyers, 2008; 2009; Velghe, 2012; Dyers, 2018). There has been a lack of research on the 

everyday living experiences of migrant communities, such as Congolese male migrants. Noting 

that Congolese male migrants are the majority in the area and that Congolese men constitute a 

sizeable number of the barbering services on offer in the area, this study focused on the Congolese 

barbers and their barbershops.  

 

The study’s focus on exploring the role that Congolese-run barbershops play as sites for 

community-building, belonging, and cultural exchange has helped to learn and better understand 

the dynamics of this process, as well as gain deeper insight into how the belonging that is produced 

by the participants goes beyond the confines of the barbershops. The Congolese male migrants 

who took part in the research study argued they have strong ties to the area and its residents. Their 
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discussions on their identities revealed the multiple and intersecting identities that they occupy. 

Apart from exploring the complexity and intricacies of their constructions of identities as male 

Congolese barbers, their discussion provided insights into the other identities that define the 

participants. In addition to being Congolese male individuals, they were also husbands and fathers 

in their households, as well as men who worked as barbers in the barbershop settings to provide 

for their families. The findings have helped not only to learn about the experiences of Congolese 

male migrants in Wesbank but have also contributed to filling the research gap that is addressed 

in the problem statement.  

 

6.1 Barbering as a Pathway to Belonging and Identity 
 

The participants’ pathways to becoming barbers is an important issue to foreground. National 

identity plays a key role in determining who has legitimate access to the right to work and run a 

business in a particular country. Previous studies on migration in Africa argue that most African 

migrants have resorted to self-employment in the informal sector to avoid direct competition with 

South African nationals. In this way, it is hoped that they would avoid possible violence due to 

commonly held xenophobic and Afrophobic views on the part of South African nationals (Amisi, 

2006; De Jong, 2017; Murara, 2020; Ochunu, 2020). However, the participants from this research 

study argued that being a barber provided them with a viable economic opportunity to survive as 

they struggled with job opportunities due to their lack of formal qualifications and status as foreign 

nationals. Their pathways to barbering, drawing on pre-existing skills and abilities, or learning 

them here, speak to the ways in which they chose to survive economically, in the face of formal 

political and economic exclusion. This illustrates some of the dynamics of the politics of belonging 

defining who is ‘in and out’ which emerge due to the formal political regulations which control 

entry into South Africa, and the right to live and work in it.  

Their narratives of their pathways to barbering and belonging revealed that their barbershops 

contribute to shared understandings of place, identity and belonging. These migrant-run businesses 

highlighted the importance of Congolese male migrants' experiences in gaining a better 

understanding of Wesbank township and the economies of place. The narratives of their experience 

shed insight into these migrants’ social position, their location in the township, and the feelings 

attached to these constructions of belonging and place.  

Previous studies argue that xenophobia and Afrophobia are major issues causing conflict between 

locals and migrants, resulting in more migrants becoming entrepreneurs and self-reliant (Amisi, 
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2006; De Jong, 2017; Murara, 2020). The Congolese barbers’ narratives about their pathways to 

barbering, and of being a barber in Wesbank, have shown that it is through the relationships which 

they construct with their clients through their barbershops and the ways in which their barbershops 

become landmarks within the community, that they have produced a sense of belonging within the 

area. Wesbank and barbershops have become a place and space of belonging, allowing us to see 

the significance of the physical geographical area when it comes to belonging. While they do not 

belong in South Africa as foreign nationals, they belong in Wesbank as migrant residents. 

Barbering as a skill has worked to the advantage of these Congolese migrants, allowing them to 

use their talent to create a sense of belonging in the host communities (Dyers, 2018; Murara, 2020). 

Furthermore, barbering teaches us more about barbershops as social spaces that frequently allow 

clients and visitors to relax and socialise. An example of this was seen with clients who visit 

barbershops with their partners, who wait inside while they get a haircut. Also, Congolese barbers, 

when they are not busy, use the space to interact with one another or their visitors. This explains 

why there are enough seats inside the barbershops to welcome clients and friends who often visit. 

This research has highlighted that for Congolese barbers, it is not just about cutting hair and making 

money; it is also an opportunity to connect and interact with many people. Indeed, migrant- run 

businesses, such as barbershops, reveal aspects of cultural identity, which explains why barbering 

is also popular in their country of origin, the Democratic Republic of Congo. This leads me to 

conclude that barbering plays an important role as a factor of belonging and identity, just as their 

national identity does. The narratives of the participants’ pathways to barbering are also narratives 

of their pathways to belonging and identity. These narratives provide insight into the role of place 

and space in their productions of identity, and the significance of the barbershop and Wesbank in 

sites of belonging in the lives of Congolese male migrants in Wesbank barbershops. 

 

          6.2 Cultural Belonging  

 

Cultural belonging is another aspect that plays a significant role in the lives of Congolese migrants. 

Previous studies have found that culture is important to understanding people for who they are, 

including how they behave during certain events (De Jong, 2017; Murara, 2020). This also applies 

in the context of Congolese migrants in Wesbank township. Understanding the spaces of 

barbershops helps to understand the male Congolese barbers’ culture, and how these spaces are 

used to maintain their cultural identity in the host communities. For instance, they continue to use 

their own languages in South Africa, which speaks strongly about their place of origin. The cultural 
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music they often play in the barbershops also demonstrates how these sites function as hubs in 

which they construct their sense of belonging within and as the Congolese community. Studies 

have argued that migrant communities have their own ways of negotiating their cultural identity 

through various cultural events (De Jong, 2017; Murara, 2020). The lens of cultural belonging 

allows one to deepen one’s understanding that barbering, or being a barber, is a key element of the 

male Congolese participants’ identity and belonging to the Congolese community. 

Their narratives of place and social location, an important element of identity (Yuval-Davis, 2006), 

also reveal that regardless of the country they migrate to, they always have their own cultural 

identity to hold on to as a means of self-nurturing. This is an example of social structure and 

belonging in which culture as a social institution becomes a pattern or community where people 

can trace their identity for belonging (Bhabha, 1994). Cultural belonging also helps to better 

understand the social order within cultures, which includes factors such as gender identities, race, 

and nation, further helping everyone identify the boundaries they belong to (Bornschier et al., 

2021:2095). On the other hand, the study shows that cultural belonging is also produced in the 

relationships built with their South African clients and friends. Their learning of the local 

languages spoken by their clients, isiXhosa and Afrikaans, breaks down the cultural barrier of 

language which becomes a bridging device, paving the way for building and strengthening ties 

with the local community, as both clients and friends and family. They then employ code-

switching, moving between their mother tongue and whatever local language their clients, 

community members and families speak.  

The informal barbershop businesses also function as spaces of cultural belonging through being 

sites of cultural exchange. Material examples of this can be seen in the displays and posters on the 

walls in the barbershops, such as the poster of female hairstyles in Figure 6. In addition, Congolese 

women have shared that the hair they use for their braiding business comes from countries like 

Brazil, India, China, and other African countries. These become material artifacts that illustrate 

how these barbershops are sites of cultural flows and exchange. 

These are some of the ways in which the selected barbershops contribute to a shared understanding 

of place, identity and belonging among male Congolese migrants. These barbershops are sites of 

cultural belonging and sites of cultural exchange. Furthermore, the participants’ narratives have 

shown how the barbershops function as social spaces in Wesbank, becoming sites which are not 

only used for business purposes but also for bringing people together. Their narratives have shown 

how the male Congolese barbers produce their barbershops to be spaces in which everyone is 
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welcome. They become sites of social interactions and exchanges between South African and 

migrant communities. Different nationalities of people have formed friendships, and communities 

have been constructed which extend beyond these sites. These findings are similar to other studies 

which argue that when migrants arrive in host countries, they create connections with people in 

the new environment (Blumenstick et al., 2022). The Congolese migrants in Wesbank barbershops 

produce nodes in social networks, that become micro-communities in their own right, as well as 

extend to most of the residents in the area. The multiple meanings and functions attached to the 

barbershops, shed light on the emotional, economic and social functions of the barbershops, all of 

which contribute to the participants’ constructions of their sense of belonging in the community, 

while also maintaining their identity as Congolese men.  

 

          6.3 Belonging and Beyond: A Sense of Home in Wesbank 

 

Home is another important concept linked to belonging. The participants’ narratives have revealed 

that belonging for migrants should not be limited to a sense of belonging in the barbershops. This 

is because the participants are not only connected to their clients and friends in the barbershops 

but also to their families and the places they live in within the area. Barbershops have been central 

to constructing the strong connections these migrants have to the broader community. The 

participants have argued that Wesbank is a new home for them, because they are married and have 

families, and live in the area. This shows that the idea of home as a sense of belonging is more 

than just having a roof over their heads; it also includes their wives and children. The Congolese 

male migrants in Wesbank have shared that their productions of home and belonging is such that 

'home' includes family and the geographical area. These narratives reaffirm the arguments of other 

studies which have shown that migrant communities in other South African townships have made 

new homes in their ‘new’ environments (Dyers, 2018; Murara, 2020). The participants’ narratives 

have shown how their feelings about Wesbank are demonstrations of their emotional attachment 

to the place, as they have much more than just ownership of barbershops in the area. This is a good 

example of 'place attachment', the materialisation of the bond between people and places (Albers 

et al., 2021). Their narratives of belonging reveal that their attachment to place extends beyond the 

barbershops to incorporate the place in which these barbershops are situated. Their narratives of 

Wesbank as ‘home’, and of seeing themselves as belonging to the broader community, are 

illustrations of the importance of location in their productions of belonging, the first dimension of 

Yuval-Davis's (2006) theory of belonging. Their narratives of home have shown that these 
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barbershops contribute to constructing male Congolese migrants’ sense of belonging in Wesbank, 

functioning as nodes of belonging which extend out to and include the neighbourhood, and 

incorporate social/affective connections to the community, through their families and homes. 

 

          6.4 Strength of the Study 

 

This research study makes a contribution by providing new insights into the unique everyday living 

experiences of Congolese male migrants in a South African post-apartheid township. The findings 

help to better understand the Congolese community, especially men, in the host country. Belonging 

as a theory has been applied to gain a clear sense of the experiences of Congolese migrants in the 

real world. The findings have been discussed through the various dimensions and elements of 

Yuval-Davis’s framework of belonging, which has helped to understand the multi-layered and 

complex dimensions of productions of belonging in South Africa, their social position as foreign 

nationals, how the politics of belonging determining who is ‘in and out’, and the social positioning 

that resulted in them becoming barbers.  

 

The research makes a contribution by extending disciplinary knowledge in urban studies because 

it provides insights into migrant-run businesses in urban spaces like Wesbank township on the 

outskirts of Cape Town, South Africa. This study also extends disciplinary knowledge in migration 

studies and has helped us to better understand how migrants create a sense of belonging in host 

countries where integration is a continual process. The findings also contribute to the field of 

gender studies, particularly in relation to how masculinity is constructed by Congolese men in 

Wesbank barbershops. This study contributes to extending disciplinary knowledge in the sociology 

of work by providing insight into informal transnational businesses, such as barbering, that become 

a means of survival for migrants in their host country. Lastly, it contributes to the family studies, 

as their productions of belonging extend beyond the barbershop, incorporating their relationships 

and families that they have built over the years, showing the many ways in which Congolese men 

play a significant role as husbands and fathers, who are breadwinners in their households. 

Although this research study did not focus on all migrant communities in Wesbank township, the 

stories of Congolese migrants have deepened our understanding of the importance of informal 

businesses, such as barbershops, from their perspective. These insights could be extended and 

broadened to think about elements and dimensions necessary to consider when seeking to 

understand other migrant communities and their roles in the informal sector. In addition to that, 
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the study offers ways to think about how other migrants establish a sense of belonging through 

their businesses in host countries like South Africa (Dyers, 2018; Murara, 2020). Entrepreneurship 

plays an important role in the survival of migrant communities, enabling them to provide for their 

families despite the challenges they face due to their migrant status. The outcomes of this study 

have confirmed this reality. 

Furthermore, the findings discussed in the previous chapter align with some of the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), including eliminating poverty, reducing inequalities, and promoting 

sustainable communities and peace. Wesbank has proven to be a favourable place for Congolese 

migrants, where they have established informal businesses in low-income areas where they are 

most needed. Transnational businesses, such as barbershops, assist Congolese migrants in 

addressing poverty and sustaining their families, especially in contexts where they do not have the 

same privileges as South African citizens. The new environment has become more inclusive of 

migrants, thereby reducing inequality and minimising experiences of xenophobia or Afrophobia. 

Residents of this multicultural community live in peace, irrespective of race, religion, nationality, 

ethnicity, or gender (Dyers, 2018). 

 

          6.5 Policy Implications for Migrant-run Businesses 
 

This research study has revealed important issues that need to be addressed in Wesbank township 

for all businesses to continue to prosper. Although the area is considered home and safe by the 

Congolese participants, my observations concur with what some of the participants argued that 

crime and gangsterism are seen as threats by the majority of residents. The absence of a police 

station in the area has allowed crime to escalate to a degree that has negatively affected some 

businesses and homes in Wesbank. As the participants have addressed this issue, I fully agree that 

there is a strong need for a police station to be built, which could greatly support existing 

organizations such as the Neighborhood Watchers and Walking Bus Project in tackling 

gangsterism and crime. Police visibility is necessary in Wesbank, as this could further ensure the 

safety of businesses, schools, and homes that are often broken into by gangsters.  A policy aimed 

at addressing this issue would also be helpful in uniting South African and migrant communities. 

It is a concern, as the participants value the new environment, which holds meaning for them 

because the businesses and homes are located within Wesbank township. By working together, the 

local businesses could form a partnership with law enforcement to address the current issues in the 
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area. This study is helpful in realizing that there is no police station available, and crime and 

gangsterism are ongoing issues that are getting out of hand. 

 

          6.6 Limitations of the Study 
 

The aims of this research study were focused on and limited to the everyday living experiences of 

Congolese male migrants. It is clear that the everyday living experiences of Congolese male 

migrants do not represent every migrant in Wesbank township. While the experiences of 

Congolese migrants are centered on men, this study does not include Congolese women. 

Nevertheless, the experiences of Congolese male migrants reflect those of migrants with whom I 

have interacted. Their general feelings about Wesbank as a home and their sense of belonging have 

been confirmed. The findings suggest that Wesbank is a favourable area for migrants, as it is 

inclusive, and most participants continue to experience peace and safety. However, the participants 

shared little on the issue concerning protection fees. They revealed that they are not forced to pay 

any protection fees in the area. At the same time, they are aware that protection fees is an ongoing 

issue in the community and that it only affects other migrant-run businesses. Unfortunately, this 

study lacks the experiences of other migrants who are affected. Therefore, it cannot be argued that 

the everyday living experience of Congolese male migrants in Wesbank also includes the 

experiences of other migrant communities.  

 

          6.7 Recommendations for Future Research in Wesbank 

 

The findings of this research study makes it clear that additional research needs to be conducted 

in Wesbank township. The reality that other migrant communities in the area were not included 

underscores this need. Considering the title of the research, it is evident that the study primarily 

focused on Congolese male migrants.  Other migrant communities were excluded, highlighting a 

gap that warrants further exploration. As discussed in the previous chapter, it was observed that, 

in one barbershop, women also work alongside men in these social spaces. Nevertheless, this study 

did not address female migrants.  For this reason, my proposed doctoral research will be an 

extension of this study, and the research topic will be Navigating Gender Dynamics in Migrant- 

Run Businesses in Wesbank Township.  The broad question that will be the focus of the study is to 

investigate how male and female migrant business owners in Wesbank Township deal with 

challenges that are specific to their gender while running their businesses in the informal economy. 
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Some of the points that will guide the study are to first look at the gender-specific challenges that 

male and female migrants face while running their businesses. Then, I will move on to investigate 

how protection fees impact male and female migrants differently and examine what strategies 

migrants use to overcome these challenges. 

The future research would encompass all previously excluded migrants who operate businesses in 

the area. The study would examine the experiences of other migrants, particularly women, and 

investigate their reasons for participating in informal businesses in Wesbank. In doing so, this 

research would also provide a deeper understanding of the cultural backgrounds and expectations 

of other migrants, offering insights into the evolving gender roles within the workplace. The future 

research would offer more clarity on gender roles within migrant communities and the types of 

jobs they pursue. The study would further explore the issue of protection fees and analyse how 

other migrants are affected, considering that Congolese male migrants in barbershop spaces are 

not impacted. In future research, it would be possible to gain a more comprehensive understanding 

of the different experiences of other migrant communities who run businesses in the area, such as 

spaza shops, renting flat rooms, and other enterprises. Wesbank township, as a multicultural 

community area (Dyers, 2018), offers the space to explore this topic in the future. The primary 

objective of the proposed study is to investigate the challenges male and female entrepreneurs who 

are transnational migrants face and how they adapt daily. Ultimately, the findings of this future 

research could help to reduce the gap identified in the current study. 

 

          6.8 Conclusion 
 

The Congolese male migrants in this study have been described as individuals who bear 

responsibilities, not only as men, but also as fathers and husbands who prioritise their families. 

Wesbank township has already provided space for migrants to live in, which they now call home. 

The idea of home means different things to many people. For the participants, it has been shown 

that when speaking of home, it is important to consider safety, a welcoming environment, and 

families. Barbershops have provided insights into the lives of Congolese male migrants and the 

area they reside in from their point of view. The struggles they faced in their home country, the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo, revealed a lack of peace and safety that prompted them to 

migrate to South Africa. This study has also underscored the importance of empathising with 

people and learning more about the stories behind the choices they make in life. Throughout this 

research, Congolese migrants’ stories have also prompted us to consider the experiences of other 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



102 

migrant communities in South Africa. Creating a sense of belonging in a host country doesn’t 

imply that they have forgotten or forsaken their place of origin. Their desire to return home if 

circumstances change was a sentiment shared by some of the participants. Furthermore, they will 

continue to sustain themselves and their families through barbering and other part-time jobs they 

occasionally take on.  

Most importantly, this study has considered the role that male Congolese-run barbershops play as 

sites for community-building, belonging, and cultural exchange. Through this question, we have 

come to understand the importance of barbershop sites in Wesbank township for Congolese male 

migrants who depend on these informal businesses for survival. The dynamics and the social 

processes which are produced within them also revealed the varied ways in which barbershops 

also function as sites for community-building, belonging, and cultural exchange. Barbershops have 

become spaces they use to empower themselves as they share identity and common experiences 

in South Africa. Belonging extends beyond the confines of the barbershops for Congolese barbers. 

It has clarified how they feel about the community based on their everyday experiences, 

demonstrating the many ways in which Wesbank has become home, a site of emotional, physical 

and economic attachment. 
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        Appendix B: The Informed Consent Form 
 

 

 

 

 

Participant (interview) 

 

 

Consent Form University of the Western Cape 

 

Project Title: Meaning of Place: A Case Study of Congolese Male Migrants Creating a 

Sense of Belonging through Barbershops in Wesbank Township 

 

Researcher: Bernize Siletile 
 

 

Please initial the boxes to show your agreement and understanding of what is expected for this 

study. 

 

 

1. I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet explaining the above research project and 

I have had the opportunity to ask questions about the project. 

 
 

 
2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time without giving any 

reason and without there being any negative consequences. In addition, should I wish to withdraw, I may 

contact the lead researcher at any time to do so). 

 
 

 
3. I understand my responses and personal data will be kept strictly confidential. 

 
 

 
4. I give permission for members of the research team to have access to my responses without revealing any 

part of my identity.
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5. I understand that my name will not be linked with the research materials, and that I will not be identified or 

identifiable in the reports or publications that result for the research. 

 

 
6. I agree for the anonymized data collected to be used in future research. (Circle the appropriate 

answer). Yes / No 

 
7. I hereby agree to be audio recorded. (Circle the appropriate answer).   Yes  /   No 

 

 
8. I hereby agree for photos to be taken of the barbershop which will not include any identifiable features 

or people) of where I go for haircuts / where I provide haircuts (delete what does not describe you). Yes / 

No (Circle the appropriate answer) 

 
 
 

 

In terms of the requirements of the Protection of Personal Information Act (Act 4 of 2013), 

personal information will be collected and processed: 

 

☐ I hereby give consent for my personal information to be collected, stored, processed and 

shared as described in the information sheet. 

☐ I do not give consent for my personal information to be collected, stored, processed and 

shared as described in the information sheet. 

 

 

Name of Participant Date Signature 

(or legal representative) 

 

 

Name of person taking consent Date Signature 

(If different from lead researcher) 
 

 

Supervisor Date Signature 
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          Addendum C: Interview Schedule – Barber 

 

 

INTRODUCTION. 

I appreciate your interest in being part of this study. 

 

 

BARBER INTERVIEW SCHEDULE. 

 

 

1. COULD YOU SHARE A LITTLE ABOUT YOUR EXPERIENCE WORKING AS A 

BARBER IN WESBANK TOWNSHIP? PROMPT QUESTIONS: 

Why did you choose to become a barber? Have you always been a barber? What is your occupation 

if you are not a barber? How long have you been working as a barber in this community? How did 

you come to work in this barbershop? Do you own the barbershop or do you rent a chair? What is 

it like working as a barber in Wesbank? 

 

French (Congolese): 

1. POURRIEZ-VOUS PARTAGER UN PEU SUR VOTRE EXPÉRIENCE EN TANT QUE 

BARBIER DANS LA COMMUNE DE WESBANK? QUESTIONS INCITATIVES: 

Pourquoi avez-vous choisi de devenir barbier? Avez-vous toujours été barbier? Quel est votre 

métier si vous n'êtes pas barbier? Depuis combien de temps travaillez-vous comme barbier dans 

cette communauté? Comment en êtes-vous venu à travailler dans ce salon de coiffure? Possédez- 

vous le salon de coiffure ou louez-vous une chaise? Qu'est-ce que c'est que de travailler comme 

barbier à Wesbank? 

 

Swahili: 

1. UNGEWEZA KUSHIRIKI KIDOGO KUHUSU UZOEFU WAKO KUFANYA KAZI 

KAMA MCHUNGAJI WA NYWELE KATIKA MTA WA WESBANK? MASWALI YA 

UCHOCHEZI: 

Kwa nini uliamua kuwa mchungaji wa nywele? Je, umekuwa mchungaji wa nywele daima? Ni 

kazi gani unayofanya ikiwa sio kuwa mchungaji wa nywele? Umekuwa ukiufanyia kazi mta huu 

kama mchungaji wa nywele kwa muda gani? Ulifikaje kufanya kazi katika salon hii ya kuchung
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nywele? Je, unamiliki salon ya kuchunga nywele au unakodisha kiti? Inakuwaje kufanya kazi kama 

mchungaji wa nywele Wesbank? 

 

2. THE BARBERSHOP (WHO COMES, WHY, DYNAMICS IN THE SHOP). 

Can you tell me more about the type of people who come to get their haircut at your barbershop? 

(mostly Congolese or mix of nationalities?), Do you have regular customers? Why do you think 

they come to your barbershop and not any other?, Can you describe a normal day at the 

barbershop? 

 

French (Congolese): 

2. LE SALON DE COIFFURE (QUI VIENT, POURQUOI, DYNAMIQUE DANS LE 

SALON). Pouvez-vous m'en dire plus sur le type de personnes qui viennent se faire couper les 

cheveux dans votre salon de coiffure? (principalement des Congolais ou un mélange de 

nationalités?), Avez-vous des clients réguliers? Pourquoi pensez-vous qu'ils viennent dans votre 

salon de coiffure et pas dans un autre? Pouvez-vous décrire une journée normale dans le salon de 

coiffure? 

 

Swahili: 

2. SALUNI YA KUCHUNGA NYWELE (NANI HUJA, KWA NINI, DYNAMICS KATIKA 

SALUNI). 

Je, unaweza kunieleza zaidi kuhusu aina ya watu wanaokuja kupata kunyoa nywele katika salon 

yako? (Wengi wao ni Wakongo au mchanganyiko wa mataifa?), Je, una wateja wa kawaida? Kwa 

nini unadhani wanakuja katika salon yako ya kuchunga nywele na si nyingine yoyote? Unaweza 

kuelezea siku ya kawaida katika salon ya kuchunga nywele? 

 

3. BARBERING AS A MALE CONGOLESE NICHE JOB. 

Why do you think there are so many male Congolese barbers? Here in Wesbank or in Cape Town 

generally? 

 

French (Congolese): 

3. LE BARBIER COMME PROFESSION NICHÉE DES HOMMES CONGOLAIS. 

Pourquoi pensez-vous qu'il y ait tant de barbiers congolais? Ici à Wesbank ou à Cape Town en 

général?
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Swahili: 

3. KUCHUNGA NYWELE KAMA KAZI MAALUM YA WANAUME WA KIKONGO. 

Kwa nini unafikiri kuna wachungaji wa nywele wengi sana wa Kikongo? Hapa Wesbank au Cape 

Town kwa ujumla? 

 

 

 

4. OWN IDENTITY. 

How do you describe your identities as a person?, Can you tell me a bit more of why those 

identities are important to you, and what they mean to you? 

 

French (Congolese): 

4. IDENTITÉ PROPRE. 

Comment décrivez-vous vos identités en tant que personne? Pouvez-vous m'en dire un peu plus 

sur l'importance de ces identités pour vous et ce qu'elles signifient pour vous? 

 

Swahili: 

4. UTAMBULISHO WAKO BINAFSI. 

Unajielezaje kama mtu? Unaweza kunieleza kidogo kuhusu kwa nini hizo identiti ni muhimu kwako 

na zinamaanisha nini kwako? 

 

5. DAILY LIFE AND LIVING EXPERIENCE. 

Where do you live in Wesbank? Who do you live with?, Are you married or in a relationship(s)?, 

Do you have children and siblings? How many? Where do they live? 

 

French (Congolese): 

5. VIE QUOTIDIENNE ET EXPÉRIENCE DE VIE. 

Où vivez-vous à Wesbank? Avec qui vivez-vous? Êtes-vous marié ou en relation(s)? Avez-vous 

des enfants et des frères et sœurs? Combien? Où vivent-ils?
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Swahili: 

5. MAISHA YA KILA SIKU NA UZOEFU WA KUISHI. 

Unaishi wapi Wesbank? Unaishi na nani? Umeolewa au uko katika uhusiano? Je, una watoto na 

ndugu? Wangapi? Wanakaa wapi? 

 

6. SENSE OF CONNECTION TO THE BROADER COMMUNITY. 

What is it like living in Wesbank?, Do you have any family or other Congolese friends in the area?, 

How has it been living as a Congolese person in Wesbank?, Do you feel Wesbank is your 'home'?, 

Have you ever felt like you have been made to feel unwelcome in Wesbank?, What kind of 

challenges have you experienced in Wesbank as a Congolese man? 

 

French (Congolese): 

6. SENTIMENT DE LIEN AVEC LA COMMUNAUTÉ ÉLARGIE. 

Qu'est-ce que c'est que de vivre à Wesbank? Avez-vous de la famille ou d'autres amis congolais 

dans la région? Comment a été votre vie en tant que Congolais à Wesbank? Vous sentez-vous chez 

vous à Wesbank? Avez-vous déjà eu l'impression d'être mal accueilli à Wesbank? Quels types de 

défis avez-vous rencontrés à Wesbank en tant qu'homme congolais? 

 

Swahili: 

6. HISIA ZA KUHUSIANA NA JUMUIYA KUBWA. 

Niije kuishi Wesbank? Una familia au marafiki wengine Wacongolezi katika eneo hilo? 

Imekuwaje kuishi kama Mcongo Wesbank? Je, unajisikia Wesbank ni 'nyumbani' kwako? 

Umewahi kujisikia kama hukupokelewa vizuri Wesbank? Aina gani ya changamoto umekumbana 

nazo Wesbank kama Mcongo? 

 

7. SUPPORT SYSTEMS. 

Are there support systems or resources that help you feel connected to the broader community? If 

yes, are these support systems helpful to you as a migrant?, What improvements would you like 

to see in Wesbank? 

 

 

 

 

French (Congolese):
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7. MIUNDO YA MISAADA. 

Y a-t-il des systèmes ou des ressources de soutien qui vous aident à vous sentir connecté à la 

communauté élargie? Si oui, ces systèmes de soutien vous sont-ils utiles en tant que migrant? 

Quelles améliorations aimeriez-vous voir à Wesbank? 

 

 

 

Swahili: 

7. MIUNDO YA MISAADA. 

Je, kuna mifumo au rasilimali za kusaidia ambazo husaidia kujisikia kuunganishwa na jamii 

kubwa? Kama ndio, je, miundo hii ya msaada inakusaidia kama mkimbizi? Unapenda kuona 

maboresho gani Wesbank? 

 

8. FUTURE OUTLOOK. 

From your point of view, what do you think can be done to strengthen the connection and sense of 

belonging for migrants in Wesbank? 

 

French (Congolese): 

8. PERSPECTIVES D'AVENIR. 

De votre point de vue, que pensez-vous qu'on peut faire pour renforcer le lien et le sentiment 

d'appartenance des migrants à Wesbank? 

 

Swahili: 

8. MATARAJIO YA BAADAYE. 

Kutoka katika mtazamo wako, unadhani nini kinaweza kufanywa ili kuimarisha uhusiano na hisia 

ya kuhisi kuwa mmoja wa jamii kwa wakimbizi Wesbank? 

 

Interview Schedule – Congolese Customer 

 

1. CONGOLESE CUSTOMERS - PREFERENCES BEHIND BARBERSHOPS. 

 

English: 

1. Do you normally go to one barbershop for your haircuts? Why? How long have you been 

going to these/this particular barbershop(s)?
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         2. Do you choose to go to a Congolese barber? Why/why not? 

 

French (Congolese): 

1. Est-ce que vous fréquentez généralement un seul salon de coiffure pour vos coupes de 

cheveux? Pourquoi? Depuis combien de temps fréquentez-vous ce(s) salon(s) de coiffure 

particulier(s)? 

2. Choisissez-vous d'aller chez un coiffeur congolais? Pourquoi ou pourquoi pas? 

 

Swahili: 

1. Kawaida unakwenda kwa saluni moja tu kupata kunyoa nywele? Kwa nini? Umekuwa 

ukienda kwenye saluni hii/nyumba za wachana hizi kwa muda gani? 

2. Je, unachagua kwenda kwa mbarber wa Kikongo? Kwa nini/ kwa nini la? 

 

 

 

1. OWN IDENTITY. 

 

English: 

1. How do you describe your identity as a person? 

2. Can you tell me a bit more of why those identities are important to you, and what they mean to 

you? 

 

French (Congolese): 

1. Comment décrivez-vous votre identité en tant que personne? 

2. Pouvez-vous m'en dire un peu plus sur l'importance de ces identités pour vous et ce qu'elles 

signifient pour vous? 

 

Swahili: 

1. Unajielezeaje kama mtu? 

2. Unaweza kunieleza kidogo kuhusu kwa nini hizo identiti ni muhimu kwako, na zinamaanisha 

nini kwako? 

 

 

 

 

3. DAILY LIFE AND LIVING EXPERIENCE.
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English: 

1. Where do you live? (in Wesbank or elsewhere?) Who do you live with? 

2. Are you married or in a relationship(s)? 

3. Do you have children and siblings? How many? Where do you they live? 

 

French (Congolese): 

1. Où habitez-vous? (à Wesbank ou ailleurs?) Avec qui habitez-vous? 

2. Êtes-vous marié ou en couple? 

3. Avez-vous des enfants et des frères et sœurs? Combien? Où habitent-ils? 

 

Swahili: 

1. Unakaa wapi? (Wesbank au sehemu nyingine?) Unakaa na nani? 

2. Uko kwenye ndoa au katika uhusiano? Je, una watoto na ndugu? Ni wangapi? Wanaishi wapi? 

 

4. SENSE OF CONNECTION TO THE BROADER COMMUNITY. 

 

English: 

1. What is it like living in Wesbank? 

2. Do you have any family or other Congolese friends in the area? 

3. How has it been living as a Congolese person in Wesbank? 

4. Do you feel Wesbank is your 'home'? 

5. Have you ever felt like you have been made to feel unwelcome in Wesbank? What kind of 

challenges have you experienced in Wesbank as a Congolese man? 

 

French (Congolese): 

1. Qu'est-ce que ça fait de vivre à Wesbank? 

2. Avez-vous de la famille ou d'autres amis congolais dans la région? 

3. Comment est-ce de vivre en tant que Congolais à Wesbank? 

4. Vous sentez-vous chez vous à Wesbank? 

5. Avez-vous déjà eu l'impression d'être mal accueilli à Wesbank? Quels types de défis avez-

vous rencontrés à Wesbank en tant qu'homme congolais? 

 

Swahili:
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1. Inakuwaje kuishi Wesbank? 

2. Una familia au marafiki wengine wa Kikongo katika eneo hilo? 

3. Imekuwaje kuishi kama Mcongo Wesbank? 

4. Je, unahisi Wesbank ni 'nyumbani' kwako? 

5. Umewahi kujisikia kana kwamba haukupokelewa vizuri Wesbank? Changamoto gani 

umekumbana nazo Wesbank kama Mcongo? 

 

 

5. SUPPORT SYSTEMS. 

 

English: 

1. Are there systems or resources that help you feel connected to the broader community? If yes, 

are these support systems helpful to you as a migrant? 

2. What improvements would you like to see in Wesbank? 

 

 

French (Congolese): 

1. Y a-t-il des systèmes ou des ressources qui vous aident à vous sentir connecté à la 

communauté élargie? Si oui, ces systèmes de soutien vous sont-ils utiles en tant que migrant? 

2. Quelles améliorations aimeriez-vous voir à Wesbank? 

 

Swahili: 

1. Je, kuna mifumo au rasilimali inayokusaidia kujihisi kuwa na uhusiano na jamii kubwa? Kama 

ndio, je, mifumo hii ya usaidizi inakusaidia kama mkimbizi? 

2. Ungependa kuona maboresho gani Wesbank? 

 

6. FUTURE OUTLOOK. 

 

English: 

1. From your point of view, what do you think can be done to strengthen the connection and 

sense of belonging for migrants in Wesbank? 

 

French (Congolese):
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1. De votre point de vue, que pensez-vous qu'on peut faire pour renforcer le lien et le sentiment 

d'appartenance des migrants à Wesbank? 

 

Swahili: 

1. Kutokana na mtazamo wako, unadhani nini kinaweza kufanywa ili kuimarisha uhusiano na 

hisia za kuwa sehemu ya Wesbank kwa wakimbizi? 
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Addendum D Participant Observation Guide 

 

Introduction 

This addendum is intended to document my participation observation during fieldwork, aiding in 

the collection of research data. 

 

 

 

Area of Observation Date Start time Stop time 

Description of Observation site: description 

of the physical site – where it is located, what 

it looks like, what is the set up for barbering 

(barber chairs, mirrors, ‘waiting room’, 

equipment etc). What else do I see near the 

site and inside the barbershop?) 

Photos of the site (without people or 

identifying names/logos etc) 

   

Context 

What is going on at the site? flux and flow 

over the period of the observation time 

period. What is happening outside the 

barbershop? 
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Conversation (what, by whom, where, 

about what?) 

   

 

My reflective comments 
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Addendum E: Information Sheet: 

Identify stakeholder, use separate information sheets per stakeholder) e.g 

Student 

 

 

Only use the below phrase if applicable to your study, otherwise delete: 

(This information sheet will be translated into xxxx.) 

 

Topic: Meaning of Place: A Case Study of Congolese Male Migrants Creating a Sense of 

Belonging through Barbershops in Wesbank Township 

 

Dear Sir/Madam 

 

I, Bernize Siletile, am pursuing my Master's degree in the Department of Sociology at the 

University of the Western Cape, South Africa. I would like to invite you to take part in my research 

project. Please take time to read the following information carefully, and please feel free to ask 

questions if anything you read is not clear to you or if you’d like more information. 

 

What is the study about? 

The study is centered on the exploration of how transnational migrants establish a sense of identity 

and belonging in their host community, known as Wesbank, through the utilization of barbershops. 

Additionally, the study aims to provide valuable insights into the daily living experiences of 

Congolese migrants who will be actively involved in the research. 

 

         Why are you being invited to participate this study? 

I have been cordially invited to partake in this study due to my selection of this research topic as 

part of my pursuit of a Master’s degree. This chosen topic holds significant importance as it seeks 

to enhance comprehension of the experiences encountered by Congolese migrants residing in 

Wesbank, as well as provide insight into the lived experiences of transnational migrants within 

South African townships. 
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What will you be expected to do in this study? 

I will be collecting data during fieldwork through interviews and participant observation that will 

be instrumental in addressing the research questions of this study. I will collaborate closely with a 

group of participants who are Congolese male migrant barbers and their clients. The purpose of 

this study is to gain a comprehensive understanding of how they establish a sense of belonging 

within their host community through barbershops. 

 

 

 

What are the potential risks involved in this study? 

The only potential risk that might be involved in this study is for the participants to feel 

uncomfortable or reluctant to share personal experiences related to their migration journey or their 

sense of belonging. To avoid such issues that may arise, I will follow certain steps to avoid all of 

them. 

The first thing I will do is to build trust with the participants before conducting interviews. This 

will involve spending time with the potential participants in order to explain the purpose of the 

study, ensure confidentiality, and obtain informed consent. I will ensure participants understand 

their participation is voluntary, and that they can withdraw from the study at any time. Second, I 

will create a safe space for them and be non-judgmental. This will be helpful to encourage 

participants to be open and offer honest responses, and I will respect their privacy and cultural 

sensitivities. Lastly, I will adhere to ethical guidelines and seek guidance from my academic 

supervisors. This will help to address any potential risks and ensure their well-being and privacy 

throughout the study. 

 

 

 

What are the potential benefits involved in this study? 

The potential benefits involved in this study are examining and learning the outcomes that will 

contribute to a deeper understanding of the Congolese community in Wesbank township and their 

formation of a sense of belonging through barbershops. Additionally, investigating the challenges 

faced by this community could provide valuable insights for policy considerations pertaining to 

migration in South African townships. 
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Will my details be kept confidential? 

Yes. 

 

In terms of the requirements of the Protection of Personal Information Act (Act 4 of 2013), 

please note additional information: 

 

What type of personal information will be collected? 

 

Only qualitative data that is based on the everyday living experiences of Congolese male 

migrants in Wesbank. 

 

Who at UWC is responsible for collecting and storing my personal information? 

Faculty and the Department of Sociology. 

 

 

Who will have access to my personal information outside of UWC? 

 

Both the University of the Western Cape and I will have access to my personal information beyond 

UWC. 

How long will my personal information be stored? 

 

Electronic data will be kept on the researcher’s/supervisors password protected computer for five 

years and deleted thereafter. Hard copies will be kept in a locked drawer for five years and deleted 

thereafter. 

 

 

 

How will my personal information be processed? 

 

The University of the Western Cape will be responsible for the handling of my personal 

information, as it will be stored in their database. 

 

Who do I contact for further information? 
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Should you have any require any further information, please do not hesitate to contact me Bernize 

Siletile on my cell phone (063 097 8385) or via email (3620535@myuwc.ac.za). Alternatively, 

may also contact my supervisor Doctor Susan Holland-Muter in the Department of Sociology, 

University of the Western Cape (UWC), shollandmuter@uwc.ac.za 

 

To report any adverse or unexpected effects emergent from this research, please contact the 

ethics committee below: 

 

Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee 

Department of Research and Postgraduate Support 

University of the Western Cape 

Private Bag X17 

Bellville 7535 

Tel: 021 959 4111 

Email: research-ethics@uwc.ac.za 

 

This information sheet is for you to keep so that you can be aware of the purpose of the study. 

With your signature on the attached consent form, you indicate that you understand the 

purpose of the exercise. 

 

 

 

MY SIGNATURE: 
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