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Abstract 

 

This dissertation examines the ways in which socio-cultural, economic and 

religious ideologies shape discourses on women’s rights, higher education and 

empowerment in Ghana.  The study starts from the premise that female identity in 

Ghana is constructed through discourses of reproduction that produce and reproduce 

unequal gender relations that negatively impact women’s higher socio-economic and 

educational attainments. Consequently, discourses of women’s rights and 

empowerment are inextricably linked to normative reproductive labour expectations. 

Using a postcolonial feminist theoretical framework, I argue that women’s rights and 

empowerment issues must be located within particular historical, local and global 

socio-cultural and political discourses in postcolonial societies. Subsequently, this 

study situates women’s rights concerns within the larger framework of global 

systemic inequalities that reinforce the local socio-cultural, political and economic 

disadvantages of women in Ghana. I interviewed women’s rights activists, conducted 

focus group discussions with male and mostly female participants during an intensive 

six-month field study. In line with postcolonial feminist epistemologies, I consider 

participants as knowledgeable subjects in the production of knowledge about their 

lived realities, by centering their voices and experiences in my analyses. The 

experiences of research participants (heterogeneous as they are) provide excellent 

insights into transnational feminisms, gendered postcolonial landscapes, and global 

cultural patriarchal hegemonies. These experiences also illustrate how global 

discourses of rights provide leverage to simultaneously challenge and politicize 

colonial discourses of race and gender in the global south. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction: Women’s Education, Rights and Reproductive Labour 

 

Over the course of the last three decades, starting with the UN decade of 

women (1976-1985) and followed by the famous Beijing conference on women in 

1995, global discourses on women’s empowerment have culminated in numerous 

policies aimed at improving women’s socio-economic, political and cultural statuses 

the world over. The third Millennium Development Goal (MGDs) of the United 

Nations (UN), the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 

Against Women (CEDAW) and optional protocols, adopted by the UN General 

Assembly (GA) in 1967, the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ 

Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa (the Maputo Protocol) adopted by the 

African Union (AU) in 2003, and the AU’s Solemn Declaration on Gender Equality 

in Africa (SDGEA) of 2004
1
 are examples of these efforts.  

Education is considered the most important tool for women’s self-

empowerment in low-income countries (Kofi Annan, 2000).
2
 However, women’s 

access to higher education, particularly, in sub-Saharan Africa is impeded by a 

number of factors including gender (Mama 1996; Gaidzanwa 1997; Kwesiga 2002; 

Assie-Lumumba 1997; Bennett 2002; Prah, 2002; Adomako-Ampofo et al, 2004). 

The discourses around women’s education associate women’s empowerment with 

reproductive labour. In other words, women’s education is expected to aid in the 

performance of their normatively ascribed responsibilities. For instance in Ghana, the 

often-quoted phrase “if you educate a man, you educate an individual, but if you 

                                                           
1
 This information is available on the official website of the African Union (www.africa-

union.org) 

2
 Then UN Secretary General. See chapter 5 for detailed discussion of women’s education.  
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educate a woman, you educate a whole nation”
3
 has been used strategically to 

advocate gender equity in education. However, critically examined, this slogan 

perpetuates the notion that women’s education is necessary only insofar as it enhances 

their mothering and nurturing roles in society.
 4

 Consequently women’s normatively 

ascribed reproductive roles negatively impact their chances of higher socio-economic 

achievements. Women’s aspirations for higher educational, socio-economic and 

political achievements, as well as advocacy for their individual sexual rights are often 

regarded as antithetical to African, and in this case, Ghanaian culture. In this study, I 

contend that the reference to ‘African Culture’ as a basis for women’s marginalization 

and subordination is nothing more than an African exceptionalist excuse.  

Aside local socio-cultural subjugation, global development discourses also 

marginalise women by perpetuating the notion of women as oppressed, impoverished 

and voiceless (Win, 2007). Subsequently, development discourses are riddled with 

constructions of a normative (western) ideal that the ‘less developed’ southern other 

should aspire to (ibid). Therefore, African socio-cultural and political gender systems 

are often a-historically juxtaposed to western gender models.
5
 The notion of 

empowerment for African women, especially, is problematically conceptualised and 

analysed within this normative framework. This inevitably undermines certain 

traditional socio-cultural empowerment avenues for women. This depiction of African 

women merely as helpless victims of local patriarchal culture has provoked responses 

                                                           
3
 This phrase was made popular by Dr. Kwegyir Aggrey, an educationist who believed in 

educating women for development. 

4
 Women’s rights groups, NGOs and the media have all variously used these slogans and 

campaigns to encourage girl child education in Ghana. These campaigns and other factors 

have yielded positive results as far as girl child enrolment in schools is concerned.  

5
 See discussions in chapter 4 
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from African feminists who caution against overarching meta-narratives that ignore 

women’s agency in navigating global and local oppressions and miss crucial nuances 

in African women’s lived realities (Mama, 2001; 1996; Manuh, 2002; Oyewumi, 

2000; Nnaemeka, 1998). This study contributes African women’s voices to 

knowledge production about their lived realities.  

 This dissertation engages with discourses of women’s empowerment, rights 

and gender equality in Ghana. The project highlights challenges women’s rights 

activists face, as well as the strategies they employ, in their advocacy for women’s 

individual rights. The study researches links between globalization and local cultures 

as far as rights and empowerment are concerned. I discuss how women engage with 

and navigate local cultural barriers to substantive gender equity by challenging so-

called African cultural traditions by invoking global rights instruments and rhetoric to 

defend and promote women’s rights. This research is mindful of the interplay between 

local cultural traditions and global economic inequalities in the lives of women in 

postcolonial societies. To this extent, the study contends that, in order to transform 

underlying structures that perpetuate women’s subordination in postcolonial societies, 

it is necessary to understand the ways in which global economic policies reinforce 

local patriarchal systems that marginalise and oppress women.  

 

Thesis  

  This dissertation argues that, women’s experiences of higher education and 

empowerment, and women’s rights advocacy, are mediated by normative cultural 

expectations of gender roles and reproductive labour. Therefore, what constitutes 

empowerment ought to be analysed within geo-politically and socio-culturally 

specific environments.  
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Ontological and Epistemological Assumptions 

 

 Theoretically this project makes various generalized assumptions about 

African women as a category. In other words, although African women are not 

homogenous, they share similarities that provide a context for solidarity in political 

activism. In development practice, the term ‘African woman’ has become symbolic of 

women from Africa irrespective of race, class or sexuality. I argue that, in order to 

challenge current homogenising discourses, it is just as important to deconstruct this 

notion of homogeneity as much as it is to refer to it in reference to the similar 

historical trajectories of the many different African women in the world. Additionally, 

the similar colonial and historical experiences of women, or of the constructed 

identities of third world women, make this an appealing reclamation or appropriation 

in research work. To this extent, given the empirical nature of this study, I use African 

women mostly in reference to participants of my study and by extension, to women 

living in sub-Saharan Africa. This political grouping of women from diverse 

backgrounds residing in and out of Africa is useful for my project in that it provides a 

strategically political reference point for advocating social justice for African women.  

Three themes run through my theoretical assumptions which inform 

methodological considerations: a) identity constructions - engaging with and 

interrogating essentialist notions of African women’s constructed identities- b) 

cosmopolitanist self-empowering references - the appeal to global universalising 

language by women in order to situate particular oppressions and to gain leverage for 

negotiating space within local cultural constraints for women’s rights advocacy and c) 

the contradictions, paradoxes and self-orientalising discourses produced from a need 

to both belong to and not be drowned in universalist discourses and therefore, the 

need to simultaneously reject and claim specificity in social justice and rights 
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advocacy.  

My project adopts a methodological approach that critically challenges taken-

for-granted assumptions of empowerment and normative gender role expectations. 

Hence, I rely on epistemological postulations in postcolonial feminist research 

paradigms. My study starts from the premise that, female identity in Ghana is 

constructed through discourses of reproduction that produce, reproduce (or contribute 

to) unequal gender relations that hinder women’s higher socio-economic and 

educational attainments. Consequently, discourses of women’s rights and 

empowerment are also viewed through the lenses of reproductive labour. In keeping 

with feminist research methodologies, I employ two main methodological tools for 

primary data collection in the field: focus group discussions and in-depth individual 

interviews. My initial field research lasted six months. I visited the site of research 

two additional times just before and during my analyses and write-up. As a result, my 

analyses are enriched by ethnographic details and descriptions as well as insider 

knowledge of the research site.  

Ghana’s Socio-Cultural Landscape (Context for Study)  

 

Formerly known as the Gold Coast, Ghana was the first sub-Saharan African 

country to gain political independence from British Colonial rule in 1957. Ghana has 

10 administrative regions mostly divided along southern and northern lines. The Akan 

ethnic group dominates the southern sector of the country. They practice a matrilineal 

system of inheritance. The northern sector, by comparison, is more economically 

impoverished and has a patrilineal system of inheritance. It also has a more visible 

Muslim population.  

Ghana is linguistically, ethnically and religiously diverse. However, peoples’ 

religious affiliations can be discussed with reference to three main groupings: 
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Christianity, Islam and traditional African religion. Estimates in 2002 indicate that 

Christianity accounts for 60 percent of the population; Islam 15 percent while 

Traditional African religions (TAR) makes up for 22 percent of the population (Salm 

and Falola, 2002). While these religious affiliations may suggest that people only 

adhere to one form of religious denomination or another, it is the case that most 

people adhere to elements of traditional religious beliefs. This is because indigenous 

religious practices permeate Ghanaian social structure. Except for the purposes of 

theoretical analyses, it is almost impossible to separate indigenous cosmology from 

daily life in Ghana. Christianity is the dominant religious form in Ghana mainly 

because of the connections between Christianity and British imperial rule in 

Anglophone West Africa (Salm and Falola, 2002). 

 Christian evangelical and civilizing missions disrupted gender systems and 

hierarchies among ‘native’ populations in the colonies (Nagel, 2003; Oyewumi, 1997; 

Steady, 2007). Christian missionaries also set up educational institutions through 

which they transmitted biblical knowledge and spread western Christian values to 

‘native pagans’ (Bekye, 2009; Salm and Falola, 2002). Since many of these 

missionaries and colonial officers were male, they encouraged male dominance and 

leadership in all spheres of traditional life (ibid). Not surprisingly, in Ghana, Christian 

evangelism has set up an almost irreconcilable oppositional discourse with African 

indigenous belief systems whereby indigenous beliefs are depicted by Christian 

groups as evil, uncivilized and backward (field observations). Interestingly, given the 

inheritance of and cultivated desire for western goods and lifestyles, educated elites in 

Ghana, while simultaneously rejecting the ‘uncivilised backwardness’ of indigenous 

cultures, have no qualms in appealing to the so-called uniqueness of African culture 
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which is interpreted as legitimizing the subordinate statuses of women.
 6

 I argue that, 

such a binary juxtaposition of Africa and the West seems to provide a so-called 

‘African cultural’ basis for maintaining male dominance and privilege over women in 

Ghana. This is what I refer to as African exceptionalism
7
 in this study. 

Like other countries in the West African sub-region, while Ghana has had 

considerable quantities of natural mineral resources in the past,
 8

 and started drilling 

for commercial quantities of oil in 2010, it has not escaped the economic 

impoverishment that characterizes much of sub-Saharan Africa. Nevertheless, 

Ghana’s political stability in a region beset by civil wars and strife makes it one of the 

most advanced democracies in the sub-region, thus making it an excellent location for 

a study of this nature. Politically, Ghana occupies an important historical position as 

far as postcolonial analyses are concerned. Under the leadership of a notable Pan-

Africanist and postcolonial thinker, Dr. Kwame Nkrumah, Ghana was the first sub-

Saharan African country to gain independence from colonial rule. Ghana’s Nkrumah 

                                                           
6
 Here, I am referring to the introduction of western cultural values by colonizers and 

subsequent adoption of these by people in colonial societies. 

7
 The term African Exceptionalism has been employed by various other scholars to refer to 

the exceptionalist discourses called upon in discussions of Africa and its issues. In other 

words, it is used to refer to certain peculiar prevailing circumstances that set Africa apart from 

other continents. For instance, see Lemke, D. (2003). African Lessons for International 

Relations Research. In, World Politics, Vol. 56 (1), 114-138 ; Watts, M. J (1989). The 

agrarian question in Africa: debating the crisis. In, Progress in Human Geography Vol. 13 

(1), 1-41; Neil, L. (2004). The South African Ideology: The Myth of Exceptionalism, the 

Idea of Renaissance. In, The South Atlantic Quarterly, Vol. 103 (4), 607-628 for various uses 

of the term. 

Its use in my study, while falling within this general use and broad application, is 

contextualized within the theoretical paradigm employed in my analyses.  

8
 The Gold Coast, as it was called in colonial times, was an apt description of its mineral 

wealth in gold. 
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is also credited as the founding father of the Organization of African Unity (AOU), 

which has morphed into the AU in recent times. In the sub-region, Ghana enjoys 

favourable international recognition as one of the most progressive countries with 

regards to democracy, civil liberties, gender equity and women’s rights. It was dubbed 

the ‘darling’ of international aid and donor organizations (the IMF and World Bank) 

in the 1980s following successful implementation of structural adjustment programs. 

More recently, President Barack Obama cited Ghana’s exemplary leadership in Africa 

as reason for choosing it as his first point of call in Africa following his historic 

election as first black president of the United States.  With regards to this study, 

Ghana has ratified all major international and regional gender equality and women’s 

rights instruments. It also has a vibrant women’s rights movement that played crucial 

roles in anti-colonial struggles for independence and continues to agitate 

courageously for women’s rights in the country.  

 

Methodological Challenges and Opportunities: Translations and Interpretations  

 

 Given that I am writing my dissertation in a context different from that in 

which I conducted my study, the process of writing up and presenting interview 

transcripts and data was a challenging exercise overall. There are nuances that are lost 

in the process of translation and interpretation from the Ghanaian cultural context to 

this particular academic context. The cultural contexts that I am referring to are both 

material and abstract. Participants’ lived realities are translated into academic writing 

and language that can be considered foreign in various ways to the participants’ lives. 

While my participants spoke in mostly English, it was conversational Ghanaian 

English. Various expressions could not be translated into formal English. Moreover, 

emphatic emotional remarks participants made during interviews could not be easily 
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described in the write up. In addition to this, the non-spoken communications or 

gestures, body language and locally specific cultural references have not made it into 

the transcripts because both the English language that I am familiar with and the 

academic writing required in a thesis have only limited space for such nuance. 

 As noted above, and in discussions following, my location as a Ghanaian 

woman who grew up and spent most of her life in Ghana added to the complexity of 

translating these transcripts. This also impacted my interactions with research 

participants in various ways. For instance, in describing various experiences, women 

participants would sometimes say “you (as a woman) know what I’m talking about 

don’t you”? Or “As you know, our lives as Ghanaian women…”; or “in our part of 

the world”, etc. These remarks were made on grounds of a perceived common 

understanding of shared experiences, beliefs and knowledge of life in Ghana for 

women. While I queried these assumptions or the extent to which we shared these 

understandings and beliefs, I also understood in a practical sense what participants 

were referring to. In many of my interview discussions and conversations, prior to and 

post interviews, differences in ethnic origin while clear from our names, was never 

quite brought into discussions. Therefore, the assumptions of commonality of 

experiences were based solely on dominant conceptions of what we (as Ghanaian 

women) assumed to be common to ‘all Ghanaian women’.  

 

Ethnographic Encounters and Site Visitations 

 

 Before launching into data collection, I spent some time re-familiarizing 

myself with the research site. Since I had been away for five years studying in 

Canada, I needed to resolve any potential issues of reverse culture shock and become 

familiar with the current socio-cultural, political and religious climate in the country. I 
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attended symposia, conferences and other talks on the general topic of women’s rights 

and gender equality throughout the country. I spent weeks listening to radio and 

television programs and discussions on issues of women’s rights and empowerment 

and travelled around the country to acquaint myself with debates on the topic at the 

street level. The passage of the domestic violence bill in the country sparked a lot of 

controversy and interests on issues of domestic violence. Critics of the women’s 

movement and the bill, in particular, argued that rights such as those endorsed by the 

bill were foreign to Ghanaian culture. They further claimed that women’s rights 

advocates were unduly influenced by western culture.
9
 In addition, I visited some key 

institutions to obtain policy documents, familiarize myself with their work and recruit 

interview participants. These included, the National Commission on Women and 

Development (NCWD), Ministry of Information, Ministry of Women and Children’s 

affairs, Domestic Violence and Victims Support Unit (DOVVSU) of the Ghana Police 

Service, The Parliament of the Republic of Ghana (sub-committee on Gender), 

ABANTU, NETRIGHT, Centre for Gender Studies and Advocacy of the University 

of Ghana (CEGENSA), and Centre for Migration Studies at the University of Ghana.  

 Overall, these initial field/site observations turned out to be crucial to the 

study since they provided an appropriate background and context for analyses, and for 

refining research questions and interview guides.   

Logistical Challenges  

 

As anticipated, I encountered some challenges in the field. These included 

severe difficulties with transportation to and from interview venues, and dealing with 
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rain disruptions. The study was conducted during the rainy season
10

 and this 

compounded the problems enumerated above. In order to maximize time spent at 

research sites, I planned interviews around constitutional hearings.
11

 As a result of 

this strategy, field research in the northern sector of the country coincided with the 

annual Ramadan
12

 season. I am unable to tell if this in some way contributed to many 

scheduled interviews falling through or not. Notwithstanding, I had the most inspiring 

interactions with women’s rights activists at the constitutional review hearing in 

Tamale
13

. While I did not conduct any focus groups at the hearing, there was a 

palpable feeling of camaraderie among the activists who saw the hearing as an 

excellent opportunity to present women’s rights concerns to the state. They mobilised 

to be there in their numbers and gave encouragements to those colleagues who made 

public contributions through loud applauses. This was very uplifting.  

Furthermore, organising focus group discussions proved to be a really 

challenging thing to do since it was difficult to coordinate suitable times and venues 

for participants with vastly different schedules. Moreover, given that most women 

could only do interviews after working hours, household responsibilities prevented 

some from either attending or staying until the end of scheduled focus groups or 

individual interviews. While the weekends would seem ideal, almost all the 

interviews I tried to conduct over weekends fell through because of these 

responsibilities. In some instances, people were kind enough to open their homes to 
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me in the evenings for interviews. In these cases, transportation challenges became 

even more acute since buses operated infrequently at night time.  

 

Recruitment 

 

Most participants were recruited using snowball-sampling techniques. I 

contacted participants through email, phone calls, visits to participants’ place of work 

and text messages. An interesting dynamic emerged with regards to finding 

participants for focus groups and individual interviews. It was easier to recruit 

younger women (between the ages of 24-35) to participate in focus group discussions 

and older women (40 and up) for individual interviews. This was mainly due to the 

fact that these younger women participants seemed to have more flexible time 

schedules than their older counterparts. Many of these older participants are front-

runners in women’s rights activism in the country and as such, tend to be extremely 

busy.   

This ‘division’ in terms of recruitment yielded interesting findings/results in 

terms of participants’ conceptions of feminism, in particular. Interestingly, many of 

the older generation women self-identified as radical feminists whose experiences 

with anti-oppression organizing dated back to anti-colonial movements and 

immediate post-independence nation-building efforts in the late 1950s and early 

1960s, respectively. Not surprisingly, they also tended to be more nationalist in 

outlook. Their narratives centered on their active participation in the struggles for 

Ghana’s independence from colonial rule, often comparing the struggle for gender 

equality to Ghana’s struggles for independence from colonial rule. Younger female 

participants were more cautious in terms of applying the term feminism to 
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themselves.
14

 

As I progressed with interviews and focus group discussions with women, I 

also informally engaged with male colleagues and random Ghanaian males about their 

perspectives on issues of women’s empowerment. These male voices enriched my 

study tremendously. In addition to informal interviews and discussions, I conducted 

one formal focus group discussion with male participants and one in-depth individual 

interview with an executive director of an NGO that is devoted to women’s rights. 

  

Demographic characteristics of participants 

 

Participants in my study came from various ethnic and tribal groups of Ghana: 

Ga, Ewe, Dagaaba, Dagomba, Fanti, Akan, Frafra, Gruni and Nzema and ranged in 

ages from 24-71. Most of them self identified as Christians. Of the 56 participants, 50 

were women and all but five of them had obtained or were in the process of obtaining 

post-tertiary education. I use pseudonyms for all participants to protect their 

anonymity in the study. It is important to note that, given that some women’s rights 

activists in Ghana are very well known, I provide minimal demographic descriptions 

of participants when I cite them in the dissertation since it would be very easy to 

identify some of these participants with even so much as information on their 

occupations.
15

 I have attached an appendix to this dissertation that provides more 

detail on participant demographic characteristics.  
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Methodological tools 

a. Discourse Analyses  

 

   The project developed from a keen interest in examining policies and 

discourses on women’s education. My aim in this critical reading of policy is to 

highlight the manner in which women are constructed as ‘naturally’ responsible for, 

and suitable to, reproductive labour in the nation. I argue that understanding 

discourses of women’s subordination is crucial to tackling structural gender inequality 

in Ghana. I suggest that these institutional imbalances (in terms of different 

expectations of men and women) ultimately contribute to low levels of female 

enrolment in higher educational programs and perpetuate the notion that women’s 

main contribution to national development is their reproductive labour. To this extent, 

I draw on methods of critical discourse analyses because as Ian Parker (2003) aptly 

surmises, “discourses do not simply describe the social world, but categorize it, they 

bring phenomena into sight” (Carroll, 2004, p. 252). Parker sees an advantage in 

doing this because “discourse analysis … reframes the object and allows us to treat it 

not as truth, but as one “truth” held in place by language and power” (Carroll, 2004, 

p. 261). This methodological tool has been handy in helping me deconstruct notions 

of women’s identities as natural nurturers in policy documents and texts, as well as 

see how colonial discourses on race and gender impact prevailing notions of 

womanhood.  

 

b) Focus Group Discussions 

 There are numerous advantages of using focus group discussions in qualitative 

research. They tend to yield spontaneous discussions which are inclusive and 
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democratic as far as knowledge production is concerned (Stewart, 2006; Hesse-Biber 

and Leavy, 2006). This is important in a research project of this nature where 

women’s experiences are crucial to understanding issues of marginality, and 

consistent with postcolonial feminist methodology of listening, writing and producing 

knowledge from women’s perspectives (Narayan, 2003). The process of focus groups 

is also participant driven and as such, knowledge produced from this process 

minimizes researcher influence to some extent (Morgan, 2004). During FGDs for this 

study, discussions flowed freely from several topical issues raised by members of the 

group without any prompting from me. This made FGDs a more natural process in 

terms of discussing issues of women’s empowerment than I found in the individual 

interviews where the roles of researcher and interviewee were more pronounced. 

Moreover, the inherently spontaneous nature of FGDs facilitated sustained dynamic 

discussions, and as such, generated insightful information for this project.  

Overall, I conducted a total of nine focus group discussions with a total of 40 

participants. Focus group discussions mostly took place in public places that were 

convenient for participants. Some happened over food, others over beverages but all 

in comfortable settings for all participants that participated in the study. Groups were 

comprised of three to five people who shared similar backgrounds. This helped to 

create a comfortable and conducive environment for free flowing conversations.  

Each FGD lasted between one to three hours.  

 

b. In-depth Face-to-Face Interviews 

 

  The life histories I obtained through in-depth interviews, allowed me to deeply 

explore individual participants’ experiences of obtaining higher education and 

involvement in women’s rights advocacy. These interviews also enabled me to further 
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explore some of the issues raised at the larger focus group settings. Individual 

interviews took place at locations that were convenient to research participants: 

offices, homes, and restaurants, but mostly in offices and homes. Consequently, in 

some cases, interviews were frequently interrupted by visitors. These disruptions 

impacted the interviews in various ways. Sometimes, participants were more 

enthusiastic after an interruption and at other times, participants’ enthusiasm dropped 

significantly. On a few occasions, the nature of the interruption led to some 

awkwardness and this impacted the quality of the interviews. On the whole, however, 

interviews generated rich life histories that enhanced the quality of this study greatly. 

Overall, I conducted 16 face-to-face in-depth interviews with 15 women and one male 

participant. All 16 participants were active in women’s rights advocacy in Ghana and 

held various professional positions: women’s rights NGO executives, academics, 

business owners, graduate/professional students and lawyers. 

 

Field and Key Activities of Interest 

 Field research gave me an opportunity to engage ethnographically with 

activities both central and peripheral to my research agenda. Given the exploratory 

nature of this study, these field activities substantially broadened my perspective on 

women’s rights issues and greatly enhanced the quality of my analyses.  

 

1. Affiliation at the Institute for Democratic Governance (IDEG) 

 

 I was affiliated with the Institute for Democratic Governance (IDEG), during 

my field work in Ghana. IDEG is a very well recognized and reputed academic and 

policy oriented institute that has established itself as one of the best Think Tanks on 
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governance in Africa.
16

 IDEG provided excellent institutional, academic, staff and 

resource support to facilitate my study in Ghana. I received valuable information from 

the Executive Director, fellows and staff at the institute for my project. As indicated 

above, my affiliation with IDEG facilitated contacts with organizations, institutions 

and research participants. It is important to note that IDEG’s reputation opened doors 

for me with regards to contacting public institutions, NGOs and women’s rights 

organizations. Their educational and policy-oriented workshops and seminars were 

also useful with regards to providing knowledge on Ghana’s current socio-economic, 

political and cultural climate.  

1.1. Validation Seminar 

 

 On the 17
th

 of September 2010, after five months of data collection, I gave a 

presentation on preliminary findings from my study to an audience comprised of 

policy makers, research participants, NGO executives and offices, women’s rights 

groups, interests groups and some media organizations. This discussion provided an 

opportunity for further dialogue and conversation on the topic. In this way, I was also 

able to share some knowledge with activists on the subject.  

2. Ghana Constitutional Review Commission, Regional Town-Hall Meetings  

 

 I attended three of the 10 regional hearings of Ghana’s Constitutional Review 

Commission. The constitutional review exercise provided opportunities for citizens of 

Ghana to contribute to the revision of Ghana’s constitution. Since this was a nation-

wide exercise, with potential outcomes that could significantly impact women’s rights 

and education in Ghana, I considered it critical to my study. These town-hall meetings 

provided an excellent opportunity to, among others, witness advocacy for women’s 
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rights at the national level. The regional hearings I attended were in Tamale (NR), Wa 

(UW) and Takoradi (WR). The hearings had small group workshops and discussions 

on various thematic areas of the constitution. Since my project and research interests 

revolve around human rights and gender justice, I sat in on, and participated in, the 

Human Rights sections. The discussions I participated in, and were privy to, during 

this national exercise would ultimately richly inform my analyses in various ways.   

 While I did not initially plan fieldwork around these hearings, I took 

advantage of my presence in the regions to participate in them. They also served as an 

excellent opportunity to recruit research participants. In addition to this, I learned 

about the kinds of work and activities that women’s rights groups were involved in at 

the local regional levels. The differences, similarities and trajectories of various levels 

of engagements of women’s rights organizations throughout the country provide an 

important context for analysing research data. 

3. Workshop on Women’s Reproductive Health and Rights by IPAS 

 

 I attended a workshop on women’s reproductive health in Accra, organized by 

a local branch of the International Pregnancy Advisory Services (Ipas).  This 

organization provides reproductive health care and counselling to women. It also 

participates in advocacy on women’s reproductive health choices and rights in 

Ghana.
17

 This workshop was organized for women commissioners of universities and 

tertiary educational institutions in the country. The workshop brought me up to speed 

on issues and debates of sexual reproductive health in the country. It was also 

interesting to interact with women commissioners on subjects of sexual rights.  

4. Forum on the Gender Implications of Climate Change  
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 This forum, organized jointly by ABANTU and Action Aid (Development and 

women-centred NGOs in Ghana), was held in Accra on the 26th of July 

2010. Intended to raise awareness of issues of climate change in Ghana and advocate 

for a gendered response to the impacts of climate change in national development 

planning, the forum was attended by participants from various organizations around 

the country. Resource persons at the forum focused on the implications of climate 

change on Ghana's socio-economic, political, and geo-political development with 

particular emphasis on the differential gender and regional outcomes of programs and 

intervention strategies to climate change. This forum was an excellent opportunity for 

both recruiting research participants and engaging with activists on climate change in 

Ghana.  

Organization of dissertation and Chapter Summary 

 

 Each empirical chapter, while in conversation with other chapters, is also 

structured to read as a stand-alone paper. I begin each of these chapters with a brief 

theoretical review of literature pertaining to the theme(s) discussed in the chapter. The 

chapters are however organised to present a coherent flow of the thematic issues 

tackled in the study. There are nine chapters in this dissertation. Four main 

substantive chapters discuss women’s rights and culture, religion and women’s 

empowerment, feminism and women’s higher education.   

A review of theoretical literature follows this introductory chapter. This 

review focuses broadly on thematic areas of the study and situates this research within 

the field. This covers key debates in gender, postcolonial and African feminisms. 

Chapter three, Culture, Gender Ideologies and Women’s Identity (re) constructions in 

Ghana begins the empirical discussions of the study. It explores the theme of 

gendered identity constructions and socialization processes in Ghana. This chapter is 
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important in providing context for the rest of the study because discourses of 

reproductive labour impact women’s higher socio-economic and educational 

attainments. The chapter discusses how research participants experience gender 

socialization and navigate socio-cultural expectations as women. Here, I explore how 

discourses of the ‘natural’ in identity constructions reinforce essentialist notions of the 

female gender in Ghana. In chapter four, Troubling discourses of women’s (dis) 

Empowerment, I argue that traditional socio-cultural validation mechanisms are 

important in debates on African women’s empowerment. Findings from my research 

suggest that, women’s experiences of empowerment and higher education are 

mediated by cultural validation mechanisms. In Chapter five, Tensions and Dialectics 

of Women’s higher Education in Ghana, I explore tensions around women’s higher 

educational attainments in Ghana by examining the paradoxes of higher education for 

women in Ghana. I discuss the ways in which education enables women to critically 

assess their assigned roles within their socio-cultural locales, and the ‘different’
18

 

desires and dreams that come with higher educational attainments. This leads to 

analyses of the dialectical effects of religion on women’s empowerment in chapter 

six. Religion in the postcolony is an important site of examination as far as discourses 

of women’s rights are concerned. In this sixth chapter, I analyse the ways in which 

participant personal belief systems impact their conceptions of gender equality. I 

discuss findings that suggest that the religious sphere remains contentious as far as 

issues of women’s rights and empowerment are concerned. While religious ideologies 

have the potential to reinforce cultural beliefs about women’s subservience, women’s 

rights advocates find that critical engagements with religious or cultural ideologies 
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can contribute to deconstructing patriarchal interpretations of religious or cultural 

beliefs that marginalise women. Culture plays a key role in women’s rights claims in 

sub-Saharan Africa; accordingly, in Chapter seven, Women’s rights and culture in 

Africa: a dialogue with global patriarchal traditions, I analyse the issue of culture in 

women’s rights claims and advocacy in sub-Saharan Africa with particular references 

to Ghana. Drawing on empirical data together and analyses of human rights 

instruments, I discuss how universal rights discourses often clash with local cultural 

systems in women’s rights advocacy. I analyse the UDHR, African Women’s 

Protocol, the ACHPR and CEDAW as well as women’s rights activists’ experiences 

of advocating women’s rights in the continent. Women’s rights advocates are 

considered troublemakers. This is a label women’s rights advocates do not mind in 

Ghana. However, Feminism raises the bar on cultural trouble making in Africa. 

Consequently, Chapter eight, Contentions in Liberal Rights Discourses in Post-

Independent African Societies: The Case of Politicizing Women’s Rights Advocacy 

through Feminism in Ghana, examines feminism as a political movement in Ghana 

with specific reference to the development and growth of feminism in Africa, with 

Ghana as case reference. It traces the history of the movement and discusses 

challenges facing a fledging feminist movement in a country where women’s 

individual and sexual rights are considered un-cultural. I explore the ways in which 

research participants navigate the negativity of the term by preferring other labels, 

such as gender advocate, women’s rights advocate and human rights activist to the 

term feminist. Additionally, I analyse the culturally specific strategies feminists use in 

their advocacy in Ghana to draw attention to important women’s rights concerns 

without losing crucial alliances with non-feminist groups. Finally, the concluding 

chapter pulls together the thematic threads that run through my study and discusses 
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the relevance of the study for future works on the topic of women’s rights and 

empowerment. Rather than provide a conclusion to the work, this chapter points out 

important related areas for future academic and activist research and engagement.  



 23 

Chapter 2 

Theoretical Literature Overview 

 

This study is derived from a number of theoretical approaches and paradigms 

and borders on different, but related, ontological and epistemological perspectives. 

Women’s rights and empowerment discourses cannot be adequately discussed without 

a close examination of intricately inter-related issues that produce particular and 

general oppressions and marginalization from which women can, and do, suffer. This 

study brings to the fore intricately interconnected issues of nation, globalization, 

culture, race, gender, class, colonialism and the international political economy. It 

draws broadly from the ontological and epistemological traditions of postcolonial 

third world feminisms and social justice theorists. These theoretical paradigms 

emphasize intersectionality, socio-cultural and political specificity and transnational 

analyses of research on third world women. The question of women’s rights and 

empowerment in Ghana takes up issues of Ghana’s postcoloniality and engages 

critically with globalization discourses of women’s and minority rights within the 

context of the international political economy. Women’s rights concerns draw 

attention to issues of (in)justice – economic, political, religious and socio-cultural – 

related specifically to women and generally to nations of the global south; I look at 

these issues in relation to women’s positions and locations in both national and global 

socio-economic, cultural and political landscapes. This study places importance on 

intangible discourses that produce and reproduce inequality and local and global 

injustice (including marginalization and various oppressions) without compromising 

materiality. My starting point is to locate women’s rights and empowerment concerns 

within the broader framework of social justice theorising that focuses on how social 

and economic, political and cultural relations (re)produce unequal relationships and 
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disadvantage for particular groups of people.  

Social justice theorists who focus on recognition claims (for instance, see 

Fraser and Young) have expanded conceptions of justice to encompass intangible 

issues of power and domination. This paradigm has provided a much-needed 

intervention to normative liberal egalitarian theories whose theoretical abstractions of 

justice can be described as utopian
19

 As recognition claimants like Fraser (1995) have 

argued, the focus on the material/tangible leads to inadequate analyses of underlying 

structures that produce the inequalities in the first place. Accordingly, critical feminist 

theorists focus on social inequalities and systems within which these inequalities are 

produced, intangible issues of marginalization, cultural and political domination. For 

instance, Iris Marion Young’s (1990) influential work in this area analyses issues of 

domination and oppression as they relate to social groups. According to her, 

the distributive paradigm implicitly assumes that social judgements are about 

what persons have, how much they have, and how that amount compares with 

what other persons have. This focus on possession tends to preclude thinking 

about what people are doing, according to what institutional rules, how their 

doings and having are structured by institutionalised relations that constitute 

their positions, and how the combined effect of their doings has recursive 

effects on their lives (Young, 1990. p. 103). 

 

An important aspect of this approach to questions of justice is its emphasis on how 

social inequality is produced in relations of power; a situation reproduced by 

disadvantaged groups in their continuing interactions with oppressive institutions and 

structures. Additionally, Young asserts that, the distributive approach to justice is ill 

equipped to handle intangible concerns such as powerlessness, marginalization and 

oppression. These, she emphasizes, are relationally produced and cannot be treated as 

static goods/material resources in considerations of justice. Young therefore places 
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emphasis, in her work, on uncovering and dismantling the ways in which social 

relations reproduce disadvantage for particular groups. 

 People’s multiple locations and identities can and do often place them in 

positions of bivalence
20

 (Fraser, 1995) with regard to seeking justice.
21

 Nancy Fraser 

suggests that a transformative approach is required to address, in tandem, issues of 

redistribution and those of recognition since most people suffer from both 

simultaneously. The interrelatedness of various forms of oppressions and injustices is 

a central tenet of this study. To this extent, Fraser’s (1995; 2003) postulation that, due 

to the complex nature of systemic oppression and injustices, remedies for addressing 

any one form of injustice should also address other closely related forms is crucial to 

understanding and comprehensively addressing issues of injustice.  As many critical 

theorists have argued, in order to attain justice for marginalized groups, it is necessary 

to focus on transforming systems that reinforce existing forms of inequality and 

oppression, producing new and more nuanced forms of disadvantage (Sassen, 2005; 

Appelbaum and Robinson, 2005). However as Swanson (2005), has argued, Fraser’s 

theorising inadequately addresses the intricacies of cultural and economic 

oppressions. Swanson therefore points out the need to expand on Fraser’s analytical 

categories. Similarly, Baum (2004) stresses that Fraser’s theory pays little attention to 

the importance of cultural and religious identities to group based advocacy for justice, 

especially in the case of African women. These critiques are helpful to my adaptation 

of Fraser’s theoretical framework because they point to an important aspect of my 

project –the ways in which normatively constructed identities impact African 
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women’s chances of upward social mobility-. Accordingly, Fraser’s suggestion for 

transformative solutions to simultaneously address issues of cultural injustice (lack or 

non-recognition) and political socio-economic injustice (resulting from inequitable 

redistribution) is particularly relevant to this project. In this study, recognition is 

defined in relation to terms of knowledge and cultural awareness of African women’s 

constructed (colonial and patriarchal) multiple identities. Socio-economic injustice in 

this context refers to systemic economic injustices from which women suffer as a 

result of national and global neo-liberal macro-economic policies that further entrench 

patriarchal domination over women and disadvantage them socio-economically. 

Therefore, while agreeing with Fraser’s idea that both redistribution and recognition 

are needed for transformative social justice, it is important to stress the need for 

political economic restructuring at both global and local levels. In other words, 

changes in the global political economy need to reflect the local realities of women in 

developing countries and vice-versa.   

 Amartya Sen’s (2001) approach to justice focuses on individual human 

capacity enhancement and development. Sen’s famous theory on human development, 

the Capabilities Approach (CA), led to the development of the Human Development 

Index (HDI), which is used by major world institutions like the World Health 

Organization and World Bank to capture various aspects of human development 

across the globe. Sen suggests that human development should centre on providing 

people with freedoms and capabilities to make choices and participate actively in their 

communities and the world at large. This universalist approach to equality (see also 

Sen and Nussbaum 2006), pays little attention to global power structures that produce 

systemic inequalities and make the attainments of basic freedoms difficult if not 

impossible (see Charusheela, 2009). Thus although women’s enhanced capabilities 
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may provide opportunities for them to work and advance within a system, the systems 

(local, national and global) themselves may remain oppressive and discriminate 

against women on the basis of gender. Gender-based discriminatory practices cut 

across class, religious, race and national boundaries. While the conceptions of gender 

vary in time and place, it remains an important universal analytical category.  

There is a vast array of scholarly work on gender in the humanities and social 

sciences; the conceptualisations of gender across these fields, while varying to some 

degree, share similarities in terms of the ways in which gender is associated with 

biological bodies/body assignments. In a well-articulated article ‘Confounding 

Gender’, Mary Hawkesworth (2000) summarizes the different approaches to the study 

of gender as follows: 

Gender has been analyzed as an attribute of individuals (Bem 1974; 1983), as 

an interpersonal relation (Spelman, 1988) and as a mode of social organization 

(Firestone 1970; Eisentein, 1979). Gender has been defined in terms of status 

(Lopata nd Thorne 1978), sex roles (Amundsen, 1971; Epstein 1971; Janeway, 

1971), and and sexual stereotypes (Friedan, 1963; Anderson 1983). It has been 

conceived of as a structure of consciousness (Rowbotham, 1973), as 

triangulated psyche (Chodorow, 1978), and as internalized ideology (Barret 

1980; Grant, 1993). It has been discussed as a product of attribution (Kessler 

and McKenna, 1978), socialization (Ruddick, 1980; Gilligan, 1982), 

disciplinary practices (Butler 1990; Singer, 1993), and accustomed stance 

(Devor, 1989) […] (Hawkesorth, 2000, p. 142). 

 

Consequently, these formulations of gender connote assumptions of behaviours 

presumed to come naturally to/with those biological categorization/bodies (Smith, 

1992; Hawkesworth, 2000). R.W. Connell’s definition of gender as a social practice 

(Hawkesworth, 2000, p. 161), i.e. set of practices (cognitive and interpretative) that 

“create, appropriate, and recreate reproductive biology” (1987; p. 79) point to the 

importance of cultural practices, i.e. historically defined and refined practices, 



 28 

indigenous to, and colonially imposed, as well as the resulting effects of these 

processes in postcolonial societies.  

Accordingly, some scholars have sought to separate the biological connections 

of gendered bodies from the performance of socio-culturally ascribed role 

performances. For instance, Judith Butler’s brilliant treatise on gender as performance 

offers some insights into understanding gender as a performative act. Underscoring 

the fluidity of gender identity and the artificial nature of the binaries between male 

and female genders, Butler argues that stereotypical gender categories ought to be 

understood as “ontological locales that are fundamentally uninhabitable” (Cited in 

Hawkesworth, 2000, p.146). Butler therefore makes the case for understanding gender 

as a verb “a ‘doing’, a performance that constitutes the identity that it purports to be 

(24)” (ibid, p. 155).  

Proceeding from this assertion, it is clear in Butler’s work that the performer 

as actor is an artist of a kind whose performance or set of performances are an art; 

something that is taught, enacted and re-enacted in everyday speech and life. 

However, as with a lot of postmodern postulations, Butler’s analyses inadequately 

address the material, racial and ethnic components of gender and gender 

performativity. In postmodern theories like Butler’s, there is an over reliance on the 

individual self and individual agency as a powerful knowledgeable actor 

unconstrained by larger socio-economic, political and cultural factors in the 

(physical/biological) body’s negotiation with the world. Butler’s work is therefore 

similar to Donna Haraway’s metaphor of the cyborg. Haraway introduces the techno-

human scientific metaphor of the cyborg as an entity, which defies categorization and 

domination since it is a ‘potent fusion of man and machine’. Using this as an entry 

point, Haraway discusses our interwoven relationships with science, technology and 
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other species, postulating that these relationships make it impossible for us to view 

ourselves as only human. In fact, she theorises that we are not merely human; we have 

become cyborgs – mixtures of human and technology. Without an essential identity, 

the cyborg is neither true to its origins nor to the individual components of its being. 

This transgression of human non-human-techno worlds provides the cyborg with an 

ambiguity that necessitates political kinship and solidarity based on affinity not 

identity. Furthermore, Haraway suggests that our identification and positions as 

humans are emphasized and, in fact, brought into being, by our interactions with 

machines, technology and non-humans. Thus our humanity/humanness is defined in 

relation to non-humans. We are also both constructivists and constructed beings. In 

other words, human beings are not the only actors in the world, non-humans exercise 

agency and exert agency on humans, hence the need to embrace our non-human 

companion species. Haraway further postulates that “feminists and others need a 

continuous cultural reinvention, post-modernist critique, and historical materialism; 

only a cyborg would have a chance” (P.11. footnotes). In other words, it is only the 

identity/entity, which is multiple, fluid and ambiguous, that will be able to engage in 

this type of ever evolving politics. While these writings provide some insights into 

individual agency, they fall short of situating such analyses within material conditions 

of subjects within a postcolonial context. Haraway’s abstract theorising, while 

critiquing structural constraints on socio-political identities, also downplays the 

impact of the socio-cultural and physical environments on third world women’s lives. 

In other words, Haraway’s postulations suggest that race, class, and the internalization 

of normative social expectations can all be suppressed in escaping marginalization, 

since a cyborg defies identity categorization.  
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Speaking to Chicana identity concerns, Moya (1997) challenges Haraway and 

other postmodernists to contemplate a realist conception of identity through a careful 

consideration of the impact of socio-economic and cultural factors on peoples’ 

(women’s) identity constructions and choices. As Mbembe (2001) aptly surmises 

about such theories,  

Concerned with explaining either single and unrepeatable occurrences or 

symbolic representations, recent historiography, anthropology, and feminist 

criticism inspired by Foucauldian, neo-Gramscian paradigms or post-

structuralism problematize everything in terms of how identities are 

“invented,” “hybrid,” “fluid,” and “negotiated.” On the pretext of avoiding 

single-factor explanations of domination, these disciplines have reduced the 

complex phenomena of the state and power to “discourses” and 

“representations,” forgetting that discourses and representations have 

materiality” (p. 5, quotation marks in the original). 

 

The problem, Mbembe explains, is that “[…] there persists the false dichotomy 

between the objectivity of structures and the subjectivity of representations – a 

distinction allowing all that is cultural and symbolic to be put on one side, all that is 

economic and material to be put on the other” (ibid, p. 6). In relation to gender, the 

intersections of various indices of oppression, class, race, religion and culture make 

poststructuralist, and postmodern, analyses appear particularly western and elitist. 

Hawkesworth (2000) suggests that much western feminist scholarship on gender falls 

into the pitfall of assuming gender as having a “universal and invariant role” (p. 172) 

of sustaining cultural reproductive power structures across the world.  

gender as an analytic category illuminates a range of questions for feminist 

investigation and provides a framework for those investigations that 

challenges androcentric assumptions. A sophisticated understanding of gender 

as a theoretical tool can enable feminists to identify important issues 

pertaining to social institutions and relations, as well as individual identity that 

can be researched within particular cultures and subcultures at particular 

historical moments (p. 172). 
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This intervention, from Hawkesworth, speaks to some of the tensions and contentions 

between third world feminists and western feminists on issues of women’s identities, 

oppressions, marginality and liberation.  

Postcolonial feminist historian, Oyewumi
22

 responds to Hawkesworth, and by 

extension to western liberal discourses on gender, by calling attention to the ways in 

which western discourses on gender are applied and normalised across non-western 

worlds in scholarship. Starting from the recognition by feminist scholars for 

recognising difference in scholarship and the universalization of concepts such as 

gender and oppression, Oyewumi suggests that such recognition has not prevented 

these scholars from continuing universalising practices of centering gender in studies 

of third world women. Pointing to various examples where anthropological studies in 

the global south clearly employ western gender lenses in research analyses, Oyewumi 

argues that other factors, such as age, which are central to understanding certain 

societies in Yorubaland, for instance, were ignored or marginalised in favour of 

gender/gendered analyses of these societies. Such practices, Oyewumi suggests, 

uncannily, if unintentionally, continue the process of universalising individual 

experiences and locating women’s experiences and oppressions within such universal 

analytic creations (of gender-centric analyses). With time, these practices have 

become so commonplace that analyses from other, mostly insider, perspectives may 

now appear strange even to members of these societies. Furthermore, Oyewumi also 

decries the ways in which such western feminist scholarship oversimplifies gender 

issues, a result of the focus on the biological body as a starting point for analysing 

gender relations. Using an example of marriage practices among the Yoruba, 

Oyewumi demonstrates how the biological bodies of marrying persons perform 
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biological roles of reproduction separate from the gendered relations they carry out in 

the marriage; marriages are contracted between two families, not individuals. A 

similar culture and tradition as Oyewumi describes is practiced in many societies in 

the northern sector of Ghana. In these societies, once marriage is contracted, 

individual members of the wife’s family relate to members of the family of the groom 

as wives, irrespective of the sex of biological bodies of family members and vice 

versa. In this case, people perform multiple roles and inhabit different 

positions/statuses in relations related to marriage, age groups and biological 

reproduction.  

In my study, I struggle with the difficulty of providing a narrative that on its 

own constitutes knowledge without due recourse to comparisons to western systems 

of knowledge and representations of Africa. For instance, in making an argument for 

a fact that women’s biological and social reproductive roles are empowering in and of 

themselves, I am reminded by Mbembe (2001) that: 

First, the African human experience constantly appears in the discourse of our 

times as an experience that can only be understood as a negative 

interpretation. Africa is never seen as possessing things and attributes 

properly part of “human nature”. Or, when it is, its things or attributes are 

generally of lesser value, little importance and poor quality. It is this 

elementariness and primitiveness that makes Africa the world par excellence 

of all that is incomplete, mutilated, and unfinished, its history reduced to a 

series of setbacks of nature in its quest for humankind (p. 1, emphasis in the 

original). 

 

Mohanty’s (2003) postulation of the flaws of posturing third world women as other to 

their western counterparts exemplifies Mbembe’s argument. Mohanty surmises that in 

western feminist and development discourses, an image of the “average third world 

woman” is conjured.  

This average third world woman leads an essentially truncated life based on 

her feminine gender (read: sexually constrained) and in her being “third 

world” (read: ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound,   domestic, family 
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oriented, victimised, etc.). This, I suggest is in contrast to the (implicit) self-

representation of western women as educated, modern, and as having control 

over their own bodies and sexualities and the freedom to make their own 

decisions” (p. 22). 

 

Consequently, this study relies heavily on theoretical frameworks of postcolonial and 

third world feminisms that address intersectional issues of nation, gender, history, 

class and economy in analyses of women’s issues in postcolonial environments.   

 

Postcolonial and Third World Feminisms 

 

Undoubtedly, African women have complex interwoven relationships with 

patriarchal structures and the international political economy. Their locations, 

positions and the extent to which they exercise agency within certain restrictions and 

boundaries need to be understood as inevitable and evolving. In Patricia Hill Collins’ 

theory of interlocking oppressions (2000), black women’s multiple identities by race, 

gender, class and sexuality intersect to constitute various sources of oppressions to 

women at any particular point in time (also see, Kubik et al, 2009). Collins postulates 

that the experiences of black women, or oppressed groups generally, provide them 

with access to a unique understanding of their situations and lives. While often treated 

as objects of theoretical and empirical analyses, such groups are fully conscious of 

their social locations and the disadvantages they suffer as a result of their multiple 

identities. This theory is applicable to my study because of its emphasis on multiple 

oppressions.  

While agreeing mostly with Collins’ postulations, it is important to draw 

attention to the ambivalence that may very well belie the idea of oppressions as far as 

the specific cultural locales of Ghanaian women is concerned. As hooks (2003) and 

Mohanty (2003) argue, women’s victimisation in structural inequalities must not be 

understood to infer that women of colour are necessarily victims; or that such 
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oppressive structures strip them of their agency. Mohanty in particular argues that 

women’s agency in their socio-cultural environments must always be taken into 

account in discussions of oppression and disadvantage. In many academic analyses, 

she argues, women’s agency in reasserting themselves and subverting unjust systems 

go unacknowledged.  

Most literature on African women pays little attention to the construction and 

validation of gendered identities. A process of socialization facilitates the processes of 

constructing, internalizing, living and validating women’s identities, as well as 

processes of self-censorship of what eventually become ‘owned’ individual 

identities
23

.  For instance, ethnographic findings from this study show that in the lived 

experiences of Ghanaian women, notions of ideal womanhood are passed on from one 

generation to the next. Internalization of this process begins with childhood gender 

socialization. As one grows, one performs these notions and identities as second 

nature. Women are compelled by socio-economic marginalization to acknowledge 

their contributions in the area of reproductive labour as one of their main 

contributions to community life; they take pride in performing these roles and may 

safeguard the spaces of validation that have been created over time for these 

contributions. If the claim to the ‘natural’ (that is an inherent ability to reproduce and 

perform reproductive labour) authorizes respect and autonomy in these gendered 

spaces for women, then it is important to view these spaces as multiply negotiated and 

contested. Academic research must acknowledge this complexity in order to make 

provisions for emergent viewpoints and experiences from such spaces. This also 

raises questions of what constitutes a livable life for any group of people. To this 

extent, it is important to stress that this study is interested in the subtle ways in which 
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development discourses simplify these complex processes by problematizing, in Toto, 

women’s identities and distorting representations of women’s lived realities, thereby 

entrenching problematic notions of womanhood that perpetuate women’s subordinate 

positions. 

What enables, constitutes and sustains gender inequality in sub-Saharan Africa 

is complex. Women’s day-to-day struggles for equity and recognition within 

particular cultural set-ups, while necessarily locally specific, are embedded in global 

power and economic structures. The external power structures that dictate local 

economic relations for people in the global south (Sassen, 2005) are key to the radical 

transformation of local economic and gender relations in sub-Saharan Africa. This is 

because, as argued by postcolonial theorists and critiques of development discourse, 

who and what determines valuable labour and status, and therefore upward social 

mobility, are not to be found in local (mostly patriarchal) structures alone 

(Charusheela, 2009). Global neo-liberal economic power relations and policies 

negatively affect women’s ability to be economically self-empowered in the global 

south because of their emphasis on the macro-economic sectors – sectors dominated 

and controlled by men in the global south (Illcan and Basok, 2004). Therefore, neo-

liberal ‘empowerment’ projects in the global south affirm existing oppressive global 

power structures (ibid.). These critiques are in line with postcolonial theoretical 

frameworks that question neo-colonial hegemonic power relations and practices that 

legitimize the west as progressive and the non-west as ‘traditional’ (see Charusheela, 

2009: 1135; Mbembe, 2001).  

African women’s multiple identity indices make them particularly susceptible 

to systemic global and local patriarchal systems of domination and oppression (Tobin, 

2009; Tamale, 2006; Kuumba, 2006).  Given the importance of culture and religion to 
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group and individual identities of marginalized populations, feminist and critical 

theorists have emphasized the need for group-based advocacy for social justice 

(Young, 1997; Baum, 2004; Swanson, 2005).  

These crucial theoretical critiques and debates notwithstanding, the question 

of women’s livelihoods remains an issue that requires urgent attention as far as policy 

making is concerned. In other words, the ‘now’ (the present) and ‘in the meantime’
24

 

periods matter in searching for alternatives to improve women’s lives. While radical 

transformations in global and colonial power relations are sought, women’s everyday 

struggles for economic justice and substantive equity constitute both tangible and 

intangible material realities that must be addressed. In this spirit, there’s need for 

evolving policy recommendations from research projects such as this for stop-gap 

measures while ‘more lasting solutions’ are sought. My project  examines this 

inherent contradiction in that it both critiques the approaches of linking women’s 

education to reproductive labour (by discussing how this further marginalizes women) 

and at the same time explores how education (gained through such campaigns) 

enhance women’s social bargaining power. This way of theorising is important 

because women’s lives are sometimes (if not mostly) full of such contradictions. In 

reference to my study, education can provide opportunities to, and consciousness 

raising for, African women to redefine and re-align themselves strategically to 

advocate and ensure socio-economic and gender equity, locally and globally. This is 

particularly important to this study because while the numerous problems African 

women face have been highlighted in development literature, the salvation discourses 
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 The now and ‘in the meantime’ are used here to refer to this period between advocating for 

global justice and living in the present. Since many solutions proposed for women’s equity in 

development policy are complicit with the neo-liberal agenda and only seeks to entrench 

imperialism, this period is important and must be given a lot more attention in social justice 

theorising. 
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surrounding these narratives fall far short of elucidating how African women seek 

transformative solutions through pursuing higher education. 

Writing on third world feminisms and the challenges confronting feminists in 

the third world, Geraldine Heng, in “A Great Way to Fly”: Nationalism, the state and 

the Varieties of Third-World Feminism” (1997), discusses the interconnections 

among feminism, nationalism and the state in the global south. Heng argues that 

feminist movements historically rise with nationalistic anti-imperialistic movements 

in the third world, thus making it difficult to find feminisms that are not in any way 

allied with nationalistic anti-colonial struggles. Heng asserts that as a result of the 

context of their organizing, third world feminisms are necessarily unpredictable and 

take variable shapes. Acknowledging the different locally specific manifestations of 

feminisms, Heng suggests that despite differences in local conditions, all third world 

feminism share “three factors that condition their emergence and survival” (p. 30).  

The first is their tainted historical origins with nationalist movements of various sorts. 

She intimates that “feminism has coexisted with these movements in a complicated 

relationship of sympathy and support, mutual use and mutual cooperation, and 

unacknowledged contestatory tension” (p. 31). She argues that “nationalism requires a 

certain self-representational vocabulary – a definitional apparatus to imagine and 

describe itself, to constitute itself ideologically, and to win an essential symbolic 

momentum” (p.31). As she elaborates, this is important in weaving a cohesive 

national discourse that connects territory with culture, space and peoples to present a 

coherent picture. Later, women’s groups and feminists struggle for interests that are 

said to be in opposition to those of the third world state. Second, the state’s “presence, 

intervention and role” (p.32) also shapes the kinds of feminisms in the third world. 

The third factor in Heng’s postulation is particularly pertinent to my study:  
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the ambivalence of Third-World nations-and Third-World nationalism-to the 

advent of modernity. Perhaps because nationalism is itself of modern 

provenance or because the nation is a modern construct whose ideological 

bases must be continually renewed and secured, an attendant anxiety over 

modernity, particularly in the sociocultural register, is endemic in Third-World 

contexts” (p. 33).  

 

She explains further that because the “modern” is often conflated with the “western”, 

an accusation of a social movement’s campaign as influenced by western/modern 

ideals is often enough to de-legitimize a movement or campaign. This third condition 

is corroborated by evidence from Ghana’s situation where the women’s rights 

movement in recent times has been accused of advocating for rights that are 

antithetical and inimical to the cultural register of the country.
25

 

 In sum, my study adopts a multi-faceted theoretical framework in order to 

explore and explicate the links among colonialism, neo-liberalism, patriarchy and 

African women’s marginalization and empowerment. The theoretical approaches 

outlined are suitable for this study because of their emphasis on interrogating 

intersections of colonial and postcolonial systems and practices of domination and 

power, locally and globally, as they impact women’s lives.  
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 This is not to imply that the group or groups of women’s rights activists who campaigned 

for domestic violence bill represented all women in the country nor is this to imply that 

there’s a unified front as far as women’s rights are concerned. I refer only to those who 

campaigned for this bill. 
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Chapter 3 

Culture, Gender Ideologies and Women’s Identity (re) constructions in Ghana 

 

 “[…] the African subject does not exist apart from the acts that produce social reality, 

or apart from the process by which those practices are, so to speak, imbued with 

meaning” (Membe, 2001, p. 6, emphasis in the original). 

 

  In this chapter, I explore the manner in which participants in the study 

experience their identities as women especially with regards to the ways in which the 

label and category ‘woman’ impacts their desires for higher socio-economic 

achievements. Participant narratives of their experiences show how they embody, 

challenge and resist socio-cultural role expectations especially when their desires for 

higher socio-economic achievements are deemed antithetical to culturally appropriate 

gender roles. In exploring how gendered socialization processes produce women’s 

identities, I draw attention to the interplay of socio-cultural environments and identity 

role constructions and expectations for participants in my study.  

A significant point worth noting here is the manner in which participants 

responded to, and interacted with, me on the question of what it means to be a woman 

in Ghana. Participants took for granted that we may have shared similar experiences 

‘as women’ who grew up in Ghana. While I am very familiar with the issues 

participants raised and indeed experienced – some of these myself – it was interesting 

and significant that participants assumed that ‘as women’ ‘we understood’ what we 

were talking about. Thus, in most instances narrations will begin with ‘as you know’, 

‘as for this one we all know’ and similar phrases.  Moreover, details were quickly 

glossed over on grounds that I understood what was being discussed. It is important to 

contextualise the perceived uniformity in women’s experiences in the country despite 

the differences in religious, ethnic and socio-economic and political differences 

among participants. Participants’ lived experiences, while different, can be 
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analytically discussed (as done in this chapter) with broad strokes about  the 

similarities of experiences in growing up as subordinate others (as a category) to their 

male colleagues. Therefore, while one can speak of Ghanaian ethnic groupings as 

broadly falling under patrilineal and matrilineal inheritance systems (Nukunya, 1992), 

one can see that these systems operate under a patriarchal social structure that view 

women as subordinate others.  

 

Identity as Basis for Social Justice Organizing: Theoretical Perspectives 

 Leading feminist theorists on intersectionality argue that understanding 

identity constructions and validation processes of marginalised groups provide a 

means to analyse how marginalization and oppression occur (hooks, 2003; Collins, 

2000). Increasing global interconnectedness has resulted in the emergence of fluid, 

multiple and cosmopolitan group and individual identities (Appiah, 2006; Calhoun, 

2008). At the same time, the process of globalization leads to the erosion, melding 

and transformation of cultures (Giddens, 1990; Appadurai, 1999; Conversi, 2010).  In 

group based organizing for social justice, categories of people from particular socio-

cultural backgrounds may find it worthwhile to distinguish themselves from other 

groups for political purposes (Spivak, 1995; Young, 1990).   

While scholars generally agree that individual and group identities are 

multiple and fluid (Stryker, 2000; Haraway, 2004; hooks, 2003; Moya, 1997; Appiah, 

2008; Burke 2001), approaches to theorising identity often differ considerably 

(Collins, 2000; hooks, 2003). For third world and postcolonial feminists, great value 

is placed on the material experiences of women (ibid). Consequently, Haraway’s 

(1985) metaphorical cyborg fails to resonate with third world women because of its 

inferred dismissal of material experience and social location, considered as key 
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elements in understanding women’s oppressions,  in women’s social realities, (see, 

Moya, 1997; Homans, 1994).  

As findings from my study show, discourses of nature and ‘the natural’ 

permeate identity constructions and play a crucial role in subjective internalisation of 

identity constructs. Therefore, when elements of a woman’s social being are 

constructed as natural, there is a corresponding connotation in socio-cultural and 

economic discourses of helplessness with regards to changing ‘the way things are’. 

Consequently, being different, unique or exceptional has its appeal in the ways that 

members of a social group identify themselves. Accordingly, the belief that no matter 

how cosmopolitan one may be,
26

 one is still also African, and therefore unique from 

anyone else, emerged as a dominant theme in responses from participants in this 

study. While participants (may and usually) on their own interrogate the cultural 

linchpins that hinder their socio-economic advancements, they welcome the 

opportunity to postulate difference --  a certain uniqueness of situation, of place and 

of time – in the ways in which they understand and conceptualise their identities. It is 

important to note that participants acknowledged differences in terms of class, 

ethnicity, religion and education among others. The ways in which they conceive their 

identities as individuals however draw attention to the frequency with which 

communitarian values are conflated with individualism in identity constructions and 

validation processes among women in Ghana.  

 

Culture, Biology and Gender Identities and Ideologies in Ghana  
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  Generally, as biological and cultural reproducers,
27

 women play a crucial role 

in the socio-cultural reproduction of their societies. Accordingly, there is much 

interest in, as well as contention in, the control of women’s fertility and reproductive 

labour (see for instance, Miller, 2007; Brown, 1992; Pateman, 1989)
28

. In many 

African societies, women’s identities are culturally and normatively linked to 

biological and social reproductive functions (Nukunya, 1992). In Ghana, several 

cultural practices, both indigenous and ‘foreign’ to Ghanaian communities, have 

entrenched the idea of a female identity that is inextricably linked to reproduction 

(biologically, culturally and socially)
29

. There are cultural rites of passage that 

celebrate womanhood among most, if not all, ethnic groups in Ghana. These include 

both a transition from ‘girlhood’ to womanhood and the subsequent assumption of 

womanly duties (ibid). These celebrations are important for validating women’s 

identities and are, in some cases, markers of statuses within traditional communities.
30

 

These rites, among others, are puberty, marriage, child-naming and out-dooring rites 

and ceremonies. Puberty rites mark the entry of girls into womanhood and therefore 

constitute an initiation into motherhood. Historically, in many traditional African 

communities, including Ghana, motherhood is perceived to be a more desirable status 

for women than wifehood because of the respect and elevated status that accompanies 
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 I use this here to refer to the ability of the female sex to biologically bear children and the 

cultural expectation to be the primary socialising agents of these children. 

28
 The focus by these authors, to a large extent, is on issues of rights, citizenship and 

reproduction within states.  

29
 These are discussed later in the chapter 

30
 These rites are commonly practiced in Ghana and as such constitute common knowledge in 

the country. 
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it
31

 (Stoeltje, 2006; Oyewumi, 2000; Amadiume, 1998). Consequently, one of the 

main purposes, or at least normative expectations, of marriage in Ghanaian traditional 

society is child-bearing (Salm and Falola, 2002; Awusabo-Asare, 1988; Meekers, 

1992; Nukunya, 1992). Given this emphasis on childbearing, it can be inferred that 

Ghanaian traditional customary practices, despite variations, promote pronatalism. 

Subsequently, biological reproduction and reproductive labour, in general, are central 

to women’s identities. A woman’s life cycle, through customary practices and 

conventional public rites, revolves around the validation of these normative 

expectations, thereby solidifying the link between women’s general reproductive 

responsibilities and nature.  

 

Becoming Women from Girls: Gendered Socialization Processes in Ghana  

Having experienced gendered socialization processes, my female research 

participants understood their socio-cultural positions as subordinate to males. 

Growing up as girls, they were informed, taught and reminded of the fact that they 

were women and, therefore, expected to perform domestic labour irrespective of 

anything else they had to do. I present below excerpts from focus group discussions 

and individual interviews on women’s experiences of gendered socialization.  

In a focus group discussion with female participants between the ages of 30-

35, Kyene, a public servant and business owner, shares her experiences growing up as 

a girl: 

It was good and bad [on growing up as a girl], because when we were 

growing up it was like you had to clean the house and do house-chores. In fact 

unlike a guy who was allowed to roam till evening, as a girl, you were always 
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expected to be at home if you were not in school so that part was not always 

pleasant. Because we would have also wished that we would be out there 

doing what we wanted to do, especially when we were in school, sometimes 

you had to go for tours or activities outside the school but your mother would 

say you have to be back by this time so most of the time, you find yourself not 

even going at all [for school activities] because your house-chores are waiting 

for you so it wasn’t very enjoyable. But girls’ dresses used to be nicer than 

boys’, so that was what I liked about being a girl but the other aspect I didn’t 

like was been confined in the house doing household chores. 

 

Kasem, a lawyer between the ages of 30-35 in another focus group discussion, also 

narrates a similar upbringing experience: 

For me, my mother has been a very traditional woman. She’s believed in us    

attaining our full potential, but she also still believes in gender roles so even 

though she would push me to study, the house chores were still divided 

[among us]. I had to do the dishes, I had to do the cooking, I had to do the 

washing, but my brother, he had the football, the bicycle, everything a kid 

needs to play with. I was just at home, unlike my brother. But interestingly, 

even though I’ve grown up with my mother, at a very early age, I didn’t agree 

with the way she shared the work, so at the least opportunity I will get my 

brothers involved. She would complain. If she was out, I would get them to, I 

would even get them to cook. I would get them to set the fire, I would get 

them to do the dishes. But as soon as she came back, she complained. She 

complained that I wanted to turn her sons into girls, yea [laughter from rest]. 

(Kasem, FGD, 2010). 

 

An academic in Ghana, Ayine’s (between 45-50 years) experiences are no different 

from those of Kyene’s, Kasem’s or, indeed, of the majority of participants and, from 

observation, Ghanaian women in general: 

I grew up selling everything so I know I can sell anything. Selling kola, 

cigarettes, plantain, cassava, these were things that you did. You got up in the 

morning, cleaned the house and got water into the pot. That was your 
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obligation. Even before my teen years we had to cook for the rest of the 

family, you had to take care of your little sisters, yes I did that. 

 

In addition to these domestic responsibilities, many girls in Ghana also pick up 

trading and other cottage industries in which their mothers or women in the 

community may be engaged. Daavi, a lawyer between 50-55 years old, in a focus 

group of lawyers, describes this aspect of her childhood: 

My mother was a fishmonger. My father was a farmer. It was very difficult for 

them to look after me, so during the holidays I had to do some petty trading 

here and there to help my mother and father pay my fees […]. So initially I 

didn’t have any idea of becoming a lawyer until I got to 6
th

 form before it 

occurred to me that I could become a lawyer.  

 

Petty trading and hawking are common activities many girls learn, and participate in, 

to help supplement family income. These life skills become useful to women later in 

life when they need financial help. For instance, Naapoga (a women’s rights activist 

between the ages of 50-55years) engaged in petty trading while in university to enable 

her pay for her education at the tertiary level. She recounts her experience:  

I was already taking care of my siblings through my salary so now that I was a 

student and didn’t have a salary. It meant [that] even taking care of myself was 

not easy [….]. So I had to do petty trading. I had to borrow money to sell petty 

petty things that students would normally buy, like beverages.  So I started 

bagging [and selling] cocoa-powder to students/colleagues for [their] breakfast 

so that I would get my breakfast and then I will get some little profit on it. 

Anything that I felt a student would need, you know, I borrowed money from 

a priest and then from that I was selling these ‘petty petty things’
32

 to take care 

of my books, my feeding and fees and also take care of my siblings who were 

then in secondary school and primary schools at the time. 
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 ‘Petty petty things’ is an expression used to describe the retail of ingredients or groceries in small 

quantities by small business owners in the informal economy. In this case, this participant was 

retailing small portions of cocoa-powder (used in making breakfast beverages) 
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As can be observed in Ghana, in addition to domestic labour and reproductive 

responsibilities, women are fairly successful in entrepreneurial ventures. It is 

commonplace for women to engage in trading activities as a source of additional or 

main income. The most common form of cottage industries women take up is the 

‘table-top’ convenience shop trading practice - this is where goods for sale are 

displayed on small tables outside or in front of houses. These shops stock basic 

household groceries. In addition, other common activities at the household level 

include brewing and selling local alcoholic beverages such as ‘pito’ (made from 

fermented millet) and palm wine, and the peddling of cloth as well as the operation of 

small scale ‘chop-bars’ (restaurants) or food vending.  

 With a socialization process that strongly connects girls’ identities to 

reproductive and domestic labour, it is not surprising that many participants consider 

the performance of reproductive labour an important part of how they identify as 

women. Hence, irrespective of the levels of education that a woman might attain, or 

their socio-economic status, many participants intimated that they always ensured that 

their household labour was done. For instance, following up on discussions of 

gendered socialization processes, the following discussion in a focus group of 

professional female lawyers between the ages of 25-50 ensued: 

Daavi:  

Yes, I do [perform domestic labour]. I still feel that it’s part of my 

responsibility as a wife and a mother. I just have to see to the running of the 

home. I have to go to market and buy food for the home. I have to see to it that 

there’s food in the house every time so it [reproductive labour] hasn’t in 

anyway decreased [upon becoming a lawyer]. You may have some people to 

help you here and there but you still need to do a lot of work. 

Adjoa:   



 47 

To add to what she [Daavi] said, I feel that it’s very important that we are able 

to distinguish between our roles as women from our careers. Because when 

that demarcation is not made or where that line is not drawn […] it creates 

problems for you in the home. So the fact that I’m a lawyer doesn’t relieve me 

of my responsibilities. I still take care of the home, I still run the home like a 

mother – because my father has not remarried [since my mum passed away] – 

so until I leave the home and get married myself, I have to continue taking 

care of the house, making sure his clothes are clean, making sure his room is 

clean, making sure there’s food in the house and going to the market. 

Sometimes you find yourself in your suit and in your shoes, high heels, in the 

market calling kayayee
33

 to come and carry stuff for you. The moment we are 

not able to split our roles as women from our careers, there’s always a clash 

[…] but if we are able to draw the line and play each role separately, that is, if 

I am in the house, I’m a woman, I am supposed to keep my house clean, I’m 

supposed to be in charge, I’m supposed to provide food, I’m supposed to do 

this, that, when I’m in the office, I’m working as a lawyer. And it’s good if we 

are able to demarcate properly, our roles, we will be able to function 

effectively if we are able to do that. 

 

Both accomplished lawyers, Adjoa and Daavi express strong ties to domestic labour. 

For them, as women (mothers, wives, sisters and professionals), it is their 

responsibility to ensure that household labour is done. Therefore being a woman 

comes first to being professional women lawyers. As Adjoa intimates, it is the 

responsibility of a woman to find the balance between being a woman and being a 

professional. Asked whether this demanded more from them in terms of work, 

participants in the group had the following to say:  

Daavi:   

Yes, I will agree to that. We, because of the fact that we are women, there are 

certain traditional roles that we have to play. You cannot just forget about 
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 Kayayee are female head porters who usually operate in markets. They are hired at a rate to 

transport a shopper’s load from the market to a specific destination.  
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them because of the fact that you feel that you are an educated person or you 

are a lawyer or that kind of thing. I feel that we, in fact put in [more work] 

than the men. Sometime I will be in my suit and everything, as soon as I get to 

the house, I have to go to the kitchen, first and foremost before I even change. 

[…] so as for that one, we can’t run away from it.  

 Elorm: 

To add to that, I will also say that we still have to do a lot to get to wherever 

we are now […] but as a woman there’s no way you [can] take out your 

traditional role, whether the housemaid is helping you or you are doing 

everything by yourself […] we still put in more effort, wherever we are today, 

than men. 

While participants acknowledge the constraints that may come with reproductive 

labour, they are able to effectively combine domestic work with professional work. 

Their ability to juggle home and the workplace can be traced to traditional gender 

socialization processes that teach girls to combine schoolwork with domestic labour 

and trading as discussed earlier. It is important to note here that many 

workingwomen, as indicated by my participants, outsource their domestic labour to 

maids and live-in domestics. These maidservants, as they are called in Ghana, are 

usually close or distant relatives brought in from one’s or one’s spouse’s hometown or 

village specifically to help perform house chores.
34

 Nevertheless, with or without the 

help of ‘maidservants’, women ensure that domestic labour in the household gets 
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 In Ghana, traditionally/customarily, people maintain strong ties to extended relations and 

family members in their ancestral hometowns/villages. Thus while people may never have 

grown up in the villages where their parents/ grand parents/great grand parents grew up in, 

they still have relatives who live in these villages with whom they maintain close ties. People 

from the cities then tend to always return to these ancestral origins-which tend to remain rural 

and small-when they need live-in domestics to help around the house with child-care or 

household chores. A suitability criterion for house-helps/maidservants is that they be less than 

15years since many believe they become un-trainable beyond that age-. Many believe that in 

bringing in a girl from the village, the city-dwelling relative provides the rural-dweller with 

opportunities otherwise not present in the villages. This practice of house-helps in Ghana is 

fairly controversial given that there are widespread incidents of abuse of such helps-they are 

mostly treated as second rate family members to the nuclear families they go to serve-. 
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done. Dede, a women’s rights activist and professional accountant between 40-45 

years old, also does not question why it is the case that women are tasked with 

domestic responsibilities.  

Naturally, I am a very lazy person. I don’t like to do house-chores [laughter].  

But when I got married first, as soon as I had children, a month after, my mum 

came to live with me and then I also got a house-help. That’s how come it was 

easier for me. But at a point in time in life, my mum went out of the country 

and I didn’t have a house-help, basically because my husband didn’t really 

want a house-help and again, I couldn’t get someone I could trust. Then it 

became a little challenging because then you have to go to work, pick the kids 

up, come home and cook, and my husband would at a point say, ‘I don’t want 

refrigerated food’. It was part of the challenges I had in my marriage. So I did 

it [i.e. cooking fresh foods] for a while and I noticed that I was going to kill 

myself.
35

 So I kept freezing the foods for months [laughter]. So at that point it 

was quite challenging so what I also did was to strategize around it. So even 

though I didn’t have house help, I had somebody come in twice a week to do 

the washing. 

 

I found it interesting that Dede described herself as a lazy person because of her 

dislike for house-chores given how successful she is as a professional woman. Dede 

described how hard she has had to work to attain her socio-economic successes and of 

the fact that she’s very involved in her church.  Her statement, however that she is 

‘naturally a lazy person’ is not surprising given that domestic labour is thought to be 

the most important thing a woman could do.  Similarly, to Dede, but in contrast to 

Daavi, Elorm and Ajoa, Fatimata (see below) discusses a lack of attachment and 

interests in domestic labour. She talks about what works in the lives of professional 

women: 
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 Dede is separated from her spouse 
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In the contexts of our lives, really, as working women, as professional 

women, there’s no strong attachment to ‘we have to cook, we have to do this’, 

because you don’t even have the time to do that and on weekends you’re too 

tired to go into the kitchen. So you’re forced to hire extra help to do those 

things. I can’t really see him [my husband] going to launder my clothes or my 

children’s clothes, I can’t see myself do it either so what we do is we hire 

extra help to do it for us. So I don’t have any love for cooking [laughter] 

because I’m a woman we have to cook. I love cooking when I have time and I 

want some food [….] 

 

It is clear from reading these transcripts that women take care of what is understood to 

be women’s work. In other words, participants may get help, as some of them do, or 

do the housework themselves. Put another way, they are, by default, in charge of 

reproductive labour. 

 

Women’s Affinity with Reproductive Labour: Nature and Cultural interactions 

 

  bell hooks (2003) cautions that processes through which labour is valued and 

validated ought to be central to determining whether or not domestic labour is 

oppressive. Similarly, Oyewumi (1997; 2000) argues that historically, domestic 

labour could not be viewed as oppressive to African women because of the equitable 

division of labour among different sexes and genders in many sub-Saharan African 

communities. Unfortunately, British colonial rule exacerbated gender inequity by 

valuing and rewarding male labour and delegating official state/territorial duties and 

statuses to men (White, 1999; Oyewumi, 1997). This process gradually devalued 

women’s domestic labour in the colonies. Consequently, the informal sector of the 

economy (dominated by women) is considered peripheral to the male-dominated 
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macro-economic sectors in development policy planning.
36

  

In this study, research participants speak to the importance of cultural 

validation mechanisms in assessing the worth of domestic labour to women’s lives 

and to the value of women’s socio-cultural statuses. Hence what may be considered 

oppressive or marginal in western feminist contexts may be central, and crucial, to 

women’s bargaining power within the domestic level in the African context. 

Women’s ‘attachment’ to domestic labour, as participants explain, is based on the 

socio-cultural and economic rewards associated with it. Therefore, even though 

domestic labour may not be viewed or experienced as oppressive by third world 

women, un-recognized and devalued domestic labour is undeniably oppressive to 

them.  

The ostensible inextricable link between women and reproductive labour has 

been so normalized that an attempt to separate women’s lives from reproductive roles 

seems only possible in theoretical terms. Participants in the study themselves describe 

as natural, the connection between themselves and biological and social reproduction. 

To this extent, participants’ shared experiences of how seriously they took their 

reproductive labour responsibilities. For instance Pogdaa, a female women’s rights 

advocate between the ages of 30-35years with post-graduate qualifications, discusses 

sacrifices that she makes for her children and family:  

[…] hmm, it is just a natural thing. You know, the child grows in you and all 

that so there is that strong connection- you think about the future of the child, 

growing up, learning other values and things and you really want to make sure 

that you instil your own; you know, what you believe in, in the child. But if 

you leave your child to the world and you are not careful […] you must make 
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 Economic recovery programs such as the Structural Adjustment Programs focus on the 

macro-economic aspects of development planning in developing countries. 
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that sacrifice, there is a point at which you have to decide which one is a 

priority and for most women, it’s the family. 

 

Pogdaa draws attention to the link between women’s biology and reproductive labour. 

The natural component of biological reproduction and the socio-cultural and political 

aspects of raising the child, not ‘leaving the child to the world’, are powerfully 

intertwined. The reference of ‘leaving the child to the world’ gives inkling into 

Pogdaa’s religious belief as a Christian where ‘the world’ refers to a secular non-

Christian sphere. For women like Pogdaa, it is imperative to mark a child as one’s 

own and invest in the child to ensure that the child grows up with one’s own values. 

In Ghana, I observe that apart from mothering one’s biological children, women are 

generally also expected to be, and feel, motherly towards other children. Making 

personal sacrifices for the sake of children, as indicated by participants, invariably has 

implications for women’s higher socio-economic achievements. Women must 

therefore not only work harder, they tend to put the interests of their children above 

their own. 

Comparably, Naapoga draws attention to the ways in which a biological 

connection to a child interacts with socio-economic achievements and socio-cultural 

expectations for women: 

So you see that, because of the fact that you are a woman, people don’t see 

why you should go for further studies […] whilst I was in France [for a 

scholarship for postgraduate studies], the scholarship was for two months 

training for French teaching and methodologies. I got there and I got another 

scholarship to do a Masters in France straightaway. But […] my child [was] at 

home [in Ghana] and there was nobody taking care of her. The father [of the 

child] had decided that I shouldn’t go for that course and I insisted and went 

[to France]. So at the end of the day, I had to once again abrogate that 

scholarship, to do my masters, and come back [to Ghana] because of my child 
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[….] In fact there was no [accessible] communication at the time. You know, 

you couldn’t call Ghana, we didn’t have telephones and I dreamt and found 

that the girl had died. I woke up, dreamt again, she had died, for the third time, 

I prayed, and slept [and dreamt again that] she had died so I said ‘no, there’s 

something wrong with this child’. So, I left. I just left the course […] I had to 

cancel my education and come back home. 

 

As well, another participant, Awo between 60-65 years, a retired military officer and 

lawyer who describes herself as a radical feminist involved in women’s rights 

activism since Ghana’s independence from British colonial rule, talks about sacrifices 

she also had to make for the sake of her family: 

[…] of course my family counts a lot. There are things I have done in my life 

for my family. I have left jobs for years for family reasons and I look back 

now and I don’t regret having done that. I didn’t plan [to], I wasn’t 

consciously planning that ‘I’m going to stay home for many years for my 

family’ something just happened and I went along with it. But I have looked 

back and if I had a choice, I think I would do the same thing again, but I don’t 

regret having spent time, maybe away from career for family. I don’t regret 

that. 

 

It can be argued that due to strict gendered socialization practices, many women’s 

lives revolve around reproductive labour and reproductive role expectations. Given 

this practically, and seemingly, inescapable relationship between women’s 

bodies/biology and lives, it is important to understand the ways in which these 

connections are taken for granted and used (even unintentionally exploited) by their 

communities and nationalistic development projects. 

 

Agency and Negotiations in Cultural Zones 

 

 How do these role expectations and identity constructions and ascriptions 
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impact women’s lives? Depending on their socio-economic status and class, religious 

affiliations and beliefs, participants modify and sometimes reconstruct their identities 

to suit their life circumstances. In many instances in Ghana, however, the expectations 

for women to be ‘women’ present enormous challenges for their socio-economic 

growth and achievements and impact their individual desires to be free of the cultural 

constraints that come with gendered identities. Consequences for women who deviate 

from this norm, as illustrated in the two transcripts below, are experienced differently 

depending on other socio-economic characteristics. Awo recounts experiences of 

being told to act and be more like a girl in school. Awo is here described as ‘sabe’. 

‘Sabe’, or more currently ‘too known’, is a term used to refer to people who are 

assumed to ‘know too much’/’know it alls’ or those who display superior knowledge 

or intellect. While appearing as a complimentary term, in Ghanaian parlance being 

‘too known’ is used derogatorily.   

[…] and I like to ask to questions and they will tell you ‘Sabe sabe’ and they 

will say ‘why are you asking questions, you are a girl, shut up’ [….] So 

sometimes I would go home and my dad will say you can ask questions and 

I’ll say ‘but when I ask questions I will get a knock on my head and be told to 

shut up and told I’m sabe’. Of course I didn’t know anything about any gender 

thing but it’s like if you ask too many questions or are too observant you will 

get into trouble. But my father encouraged me to go on asking questions.  I 

liked climbing trees and doing things that maybe girls are not supposed to do 

[…] like a tomboy and I found that [being] a tomboy means there’s something 

wrong with you as a girl [….] So it would be easier to fall into the classic role 

of what girls do. Somehow I didn’t always know which one to do and I got 

into a lot of trouble. 

Like Awo, Naapoga experiences similar encouragement to suppress her intellectual 

capabilities in school.  
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We were about six ladies out of 20 students [...] so in class, even my lecturer 

didn’t see why I should be doing better than the boys and he insulted me most 

of the time, yea, for always leading the class. 

 

Nnaa, a public servant and business owner between 30-35 years, intimates the 

following with regards to expectations and reminders for gender conformity: 

They [society] feel that there are certain things that a man should not do at all. 

For instance, if you do [household chores] you’re counted as a man-woman 

and [that means] you are not a man [laughter and agreement from others]. Our 

culture is not really fair […] you can’t just say that [as a woman, I will do], 

whatever I want to do […] you are expected to do what women do. 

 

Nnaa expressed the above sentiments in relation to a question on what it means to be 

a woman in Ghana. In this excerpt, it is clear that participants are engaged in 

negotiating identity on a daily basis in their socio-cultural locales and strategize to 

learn the negative impact of ascribed roles on their lives. They are aware of the fact 

that ‘our culture’ privileges males over females, especially with regards to pursuing 

individual desires. As well, Nnaa’s remarks here also show the challenges women 

encounter in attempting to resist aspects of their normatively ascribed identity roles. 

Her comments point to an important issue, the severe consequences of gender identity 

deviation for men. While women may be called all kinds of names for not behaving 

like women, for men the consequences can be even more severe. They are 

emasculated with the term ‘man-woman’. While this term was applied in many 

situations ‘lightly’ to men in the past,
37

 in recent times, issues of what many have 
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 While recognizing that there can be no lightness with regards to derogatory remarks, I 

mean by this that that consequences and implications were less severe than they currently are. 

In fact, in many instances, such a remark was only used jokingly and without any 

consequence beyond a little embarrassment from the person labeled. In some instances where 

a family had no female child, it was understood that boys in the household would have to 

perform domestic labour as a matter of necessity. 
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termed ‘identity confusion’, especially with regards to male same sex relationships in 

Ghana, make it slightly more dangerous to be tagged ‘a man-woman’. Not only are 

women expected to biologically reproduce children, they are also expected to 

reproduce cultural relations and societies in and through their lives, and thereby 

reinforce notions of what is means ‘to be a woman’. As Esi, a female participant 

between the ages of 24-30, insinuates:  

If you’re assertive, it’s synonymous with being rude and arrogant, because of 

that, as a woman you are not supposed to be assertive. You’re supposed to 

swallow whatever comes your way and if you decide to stand up for [your 

rights], you are seen as rude and arrogant and then you are called all sorts of 

names. 

 

Resistance to, and negotiations of, normative gendered identity roles by participants 

indicate that such roles cannot be conceived of as natural. Therefore, identities and 

identity expectations are constantly reconstructed, negotiated and refined according to 

the socio-cultural milieu in question.  

Nevertheless it would be erroneous to conclude that the resistance and 

negotiations discussed above are always antithetical to the norm. Not all participants 

sought to resist the traditional conceptions of women as submissive and non-trouble 

causers. Indeed, Esi later makes the point that the burden of challenging ‘obnoxious’ 

notions of women as arrogant falls on women themselves: 

[…] but then it behoves on you to prove them wrong, it behoves on you to let 

them know that yes, the woman can also aspire [to] higher [socio-economic 

heights] and still be submissive, and still be humble, still be respectful, it 

doesn’t take anything out of her, but just give her the room to grow […]  

 

For Esi, then, it is important for women to ‘still be women’, adhere to the traditional 

notions of womanhood no matter where they find themselves. Esi attended a high 
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school that is ‘stigmatised’ as producing snobbish women who ‘forget their place’ in 

society. She believes that it is important to disabuse peoples’ minds of what she terms 

as negative perceptions of women. While assertiveness in women is associated with 

rudeness, something unbecoming of women, Esi offers the compromise of being 

simultaneously assertive and humble. This is an excellent example of the ways in 

which participants in my study exercise agency in negotiating space for self-

empowerment. They believe that they must act with due consideration to the socio-

cultural environments in which they find themselves. They must be women, even in 

disrupting notions of traditional womanhood, lest they not be taken seriously. They 

are aware of the differences in cultural perceptions and attitudes and tread gently on 

what may otherwise be cultural-landmines in asserting their rights. This is where 

many participants also discuss the importance of difference in identities of women 

across the world. They make it clear that while they have similar desires as other 

women, they are aware of their cultural environments in making and asserting rights 

claims. In the same focus group as Esi, Mansa makes this point poignantly. 

To be honest with you there are some women who are very successful and 

they are very vey very arrogant. Let’s not lose sight of that, there are people 

like that. And what happens is that when you have 10 people and out of the 10 

two people are doing bad things, because it is bad news, it spreads faster than 

the good. So what you realise is that when you take the Ghanaian setting for 

example, we have a lot of successful women who are doing good things but 

what they are doing is not being appreciated by the society simply because 

they are a few [bad] nuts here who are not doing the right thing and what they 

are doing is been picked upon by the society and that becomes the news, that 

becomes the sensation of the time (my emphasis).  

 

The women who are described as “a few [bad] nuts who are not doing the right thing” 

are obviously the ‘gender trouble-makers’, those who resist various aspects of their 
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identity characterization. A more detailed discussion on these issues is taken up in the 

chapters on women’s human rights and feminism below. 

 

Being Women, and African, in Contemporary times 

 

 To conclude discussions on this section of identity, I analyse an excerpt from 

one of the focus group discussions that perfectly encapsulates the other FGDs. 

Participants in this focus group were asked to speak to how they defined themselves 

in relation to other women in the world, that is whether they saw themselves 

differently and uniquely from other women: 

Esi:  

There are some differences, and there are some similarities. As an African, I 

will always be an African. There are certain things about the west that I 

wouldn’t like. I mean when you are living in a society where the social fibre 

has broken down, I don’t think it’s the best [interrupted by Mansa] 

Mansa:  

Who told you it has broken down? [laughter] You perceive it as broken down, 

they don’t see it as such [more laughter] 

Esi (continues):   

[...] and so that aspect, I wouldn’t want to get there. But in terms of [being 

women], she’s [other/western woman] a woman, I’m a woman, there’s 

something – inborn capabilities that we are all born with. It might differ from 

one person to another, but if she can make use of her capabilities then I don’t 

see why I can’t make use of my capabilities as well. So personally, I believe 

that just as the white woman or the western woman can have that aspiration, I 

don’t see why I should be [prevented] from having these aspirations, but I 

think the challenge has to do with the environment. For her, [western woman] 

she has the enabling environment to carry out all those aspirations that she 

has. Unfortunately as an African woman, I don’t have that enabling 

environment to achieve what I want to achieve and so there’s that need for me 

to break those barriers. Some through negotiations, others you can’t do 

anything about, some through prayers. You have to break some of these 
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barriers from the religious point of view, which I believe in. And so I think 

that, one thing that I keep on saying is that, I don’t really see much difference 

in terms of what God has given us. As much as he [God] has given those 

capabilities to you, if he knows you can’t make do with them, he wouldn’t 

have given them to you in the first place but he always leaves the choice with 

us, as to whether we want to put those capabilities into work or not. So if you 

have that desire, if you have that aspiration, that, ‘I want to put these 

capabilities into work and I want to put them to work the way that God wants 

me to’, I believe he’s a faithful God to give you that strength because we 

talked about the fact that most women don’t have the strong will to carry out 

what they want to do.  

Mansa:  

She said most of the things; what I can add to what she has said so far is, in 

terms of similarities in defining myself as an African woman, I would say that 

we were born at a time where the wind of change, socially, and traditionally, 

could be felt or have already taken place. So for us, it was just moving in and 

making sure that that flame, which has been lighted, doesn’t go dim. So in 

defining who we are as African women, I would say that we are a group of 

people who are in some sort of transition.  And what is the transition? The 

transition is, ‘do we stick to the traditional definition of who we are as a 

people or do we bring in the positive elements that we have learnt, or being 

exposed to […]. Or, do we go back to what we claim we have left behind’? 

Because throughout our discussion, what is clear is that there’s this struggle, 

or there’s this gap […] the gap is between whether we stick to tradition or we 

move on with the new wave of enlightenment that we have been exposed to. 

And we need to define ourselves in two ways - a people who have some 

respect for tradition, but are willing to take off the negative aspect and bring in 

something, which can help us to fit into the new society we find ourselves in. 

So for me, the similarity has to do with, as she said, whether you are a western 

woman or not, an African woman, you are endowed with the same capabilities 

by God. But the way you express those capabilities I believe differs […]. But 

as in, what I’m supposed to do as an individual […] as a woman with some 

God-given capabilities, I believe on that level, we are similar. The platform to 

express that also differs. They benefitted from early years of feminists 
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movements […] but in this present time, I believe the differences are not that 

much because the element of globalization is [crucial] every country is no 

longer, how should I say it, no longer immune to a change process that starts 

in other regions. So when you have a certain movement starting in a corner of 

the world, before you know it, it’s at your doorstep. And it’s influencing and 

impacting on the thinking process of the people and for us that is the benefit as 

women […]. So for the African woman, it’s not so much of a struggle but it’s 

about opening yourself and knowing what is beneficial to you, you pick those 

elements and they define or help define what you are and what you want to be 

and I think these opportunities exist for both the African woman and the 

western woman.  

Faati:  

I see myself as an African woman, trying or struggling to break the walls built 

by society around me. Finding ways to be a modern woman, who is trying to 

prove to the world that she can also make an impact in society. For the 

western woman, she has already made it, fine, 90 percent of the walls have 

been broken, just maybe 10 percent left. In America they still [have struggles] 

but as compared to us, we are maybe 30 percent. I see it in terms of 

advancement in terms of some of those walls. So you see, I am still struggling 

to prove to the world that I’m more than the roles that have been assigned to 

me by society. I can also do what a man, I don’t want to use the term that what 

a man can do… they should give me the opportunity to prove to the world 

that... [Mansa: No, I agree with you, but use the phrase, please....laughter] 

 

This discussion summarizes the challenges that the contemporary African 

woman faces in defining herself in today’s world. She struggles between places: 

between tradition and modernity, finding compromises, picking and choosing, and yet 

holding on to what is considered crucial to the core of a woman’s identity in Africa. 

Women’s identity constructions are also impacted by ‘outside’ processes of change 

such as globalization. For these participants, the key is to pick and choose what 

works, to define themselves in ways that allow them to take advantage of the good 
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from both worlds. While there are cultural constraints in their lives, they do not see 

culture as a problematic whole. Their emphasis on negotiating what works, on 

breaking walls built around them, is an important indicator of the conflicts that arise 

in identity constructions and expectations. Their acceptance of tradition is contingent 

on the extent to which it infringes on their desires for achievements outside the 

narrow space ascribed by cultural traditions. In their comparisons to women of the 

west, it is clear that participants (and not just the ones in this particular focus group) 

imagine greater levels of liberation for women of the west because western structures 

allow greater individual mobility and see less cultural constraints. In fact, 

participants’ discussions indicate that an enabling environment is the essential 

difference between the west and the south. For them, that environment which allows 

women to realise their potential is necessary in ensuring that women of the global 

south make use of their God-given/natural talents. Religion, as indicated in the earlier 

part of this discussion, plays a crucial role in women’s identity constructions in 

Ghana. Throughout my field research, women made constant references to God as 

seen from the extract above. Interestingly, while women talk about the need to 

embrace both modernity and certain aspects of tradition, none of my participants 

identified as traditional African believers.  

 The idea of the ‘natural’ in discussions of identity constructions in some ways 

points to a belief in a certain amount of essentialism or, more accurately, of a 

naturally occurring difference between women of the global south and those of the 

north. This difference is however perceived to be fickle enough that it can be erased 

by changes in socio-cultural and political environments. However unrealistic this 

might appear, it also forms an important basis in their claims to difference. In one 

breath, as indicated in the foregoing discussion, participants claim and reject their 
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specificity as African Ghanaian women. The difference acclaimed here forms a basis 

for political organizing. In a sense, they call for ‘boundaries’ and limits to which 

individual expression can go. This is holding on to tradition, to notions of 

womanhood that some of them believe to be intrinsic. There are important 

fragmentations in the women’s rights movement to suggest that women’s political 

organizing goes beyond identity politics, though this may often be the proximate 

rationale.  

The ongoing struggle to find middle grounds, or change centre-grounds, in 

order to thrive and indeed live in the current era, is experienced differently by women 

from different socio-economic backgrounds. Participants in my study are the more 

privileged of the southern woman. Their education gives them a bit of leverage even 

though it introduces dilemmas. For poorer non-formally educated women, it is mostly 

a question of survival. In any case, what is important in all this is the importance of 

the validation mechanisms available to women, irrespective of their socio-cultural and 

economic backgrounds. My participants are indeed “…struggling to prove to the 

world that [they are] more than the roles that have been assigned to [them] by 

society.” 

 As discussed in the next chapter, the emphasis placed on certain aspects of 

women’s identities play a critical role in the experiences of empowerment. In other 

words, the validation mechanisms available to women within Ghana’s particular 

postcolonial socio-cultural environment impact the importance attached to traditional 

normative expectations. 
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Chapter 4 

Troubling Discourses of Women’s (dis) Empowerment 

 

Discourses of development are riddled with constructions of a normative 

(western) ideal to which the ‘less developed’ southern other should aspire. 

Consequently, African socio-cultural and political gender systems are often a-

historically juxtaposed to western gender models. The notion of empowerment for 

African women, especially, is problematically conceptualised and analysed within this 

normative framework. This inevitably undermines certain traditional socio-cultural 

empowerment avenues for women. Drawing on empirical findings from fieldwork, 

this chapter discusses intersections of globalization, culture, gender and development 

with particular reference to paradoxes in conceptions of women’s empowerment in 

development discourse.  

Going beyond well-known debates of development projects that approach the 

non-western other as lacking and thus needing elevation to the level of the western 

ideal – and especially of the constructions of African women as oppressed, 

marginalised and un-liberated -- this chapter discusses empirical data that critically 

challenges modernist conceptions of empowerment discourses in Ghana.  The 

findings discussed below, while blurring the lines between the global north and south, 

uniquely position African women not as a problematic/unproblematic whole, but as a 

group that is misunderstood and lumped together through simplified notions of 

empowerment. Within Ghana’s particular socio-cultural terrain, any particular 

conception of empowerment (but especially modernist notions) would be problematic 

given the unique border-line positioning of participants in the study. However, 

discussions with participants on the subject suggest that their cosmopolitan 

experiences of empowerment are tested against local and particular socio-cultural 
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validation mechanisms. In other words, their experiences are mediated by prevailing 

local norms, as well as globally influenced socio-economic ideals and the combined 

effects of these processes as they impact the national economic terrain.  

 

Empowerment: Recognized Power and Increased Opportunity for Socio-

Economic Rewards  

Empowerment is a buzzword in development discourse. It is a generally 

understood term that connotes a universal good that should be sought by all. When the 

term empowerment is employed in development discourse, it carries with it an 

assumption of disempowerment or the lack of empowerment. Women’s 

empowerment as a term became popular and mainstreamed in development thought 

and practice in the 1990s (Parpart et al, 2002). The literature on empowerment is 

enormous and numerous theoretical approaches are possible and suitable.  I limit the 

discussions here to “empowerment” as it is understood in this study. Boyd (1988) 

describes empowerment as “a process by which people acquire real powers and 

command real resources within their locality”; that is “recognised power over 

material resources and recognised power institutionalised within the political 

structures” (p. 109, quoted in Turshen, 2010, p. 2 and 3, emphasis, mine). Drawing 

on a Foucauldian perspective (in terms of analyses of power), Parpart et al (2002), 

posit four characterisations/tenets of empowerment as follows. First, “empowerment 

[must] be analysed in local and global terms” since globalization affects all 

communities and peoples.  Second, empowerment goes beyond exercising power over 

people or resources to “involve the exercise of rather than possession of power” (p. 

4). Such an “approach reminds us that empowerment cannot transcend power 

relations; it is enmeshed in relations of power at all levels of society” (ibid). 
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Moreover, “empowerment must be understood as including both individual 

conscientization (power within) as well as the ability to work collectively, which can 

lead to politicised power with others, which provides the power to bring about 

change” (ibid). Third, empowerment happens ‘in institutional, material and discursive 

contexts […] Groups become empowered through collective action, but that action is 

enabled or constrained by the structures of power they encounter”. Finally, 

empowerment is both a process and an outcome […] a process that is fluid, often 

unpredictable, and requires attention to the specificities of struggles over time and 

place” (p.4). Similarly, Turshen (2010) intimates that it is important to approach 

discussions of empowerment within a political economy perspective, especially in the 

context of Africa because of the often-narrow focus on patriarchal domination as 

women’s source of oppression and marginalization. This argument is consistent with 

postcolonial feminist intersectional analyses, especially those that examine the 

reinforcing nature of global structures and local cultures in women’s oppression.   

As a concept and approach, empowerment is also associated with progressive 

alternative development models that focus on grass-root women ‘down there’ 

(Batliwala, 1994; Kabeer, 1994; Rowlands, 1997, 1998). The rhetoric of empowering 

African women in particular has gained a lot of currency in development thought and 

practice (Turshen, 2010; Parpart et al, 2002). Normative conceptions of empowerment 

are steeped in modernization discourses, with an over-emphasis and narrow focus on 

economic capacity building for women.  For instance, in her article, Questioning 

Virtuous Spirals: Micro-Finance and Women’s Empowerment in Africa, Linda 

Mayoux (1999) evaluates controversies surrounding micro-financing programs as 

empowerment tools for African women through exploratory studies of 15 micro-

finance programs in Cameroon, Zimbabwe, Zambia, Kenya, Uganda, Niger, Chad, 
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Sudan and Ethiopia. Examining how the endorsement of world development agencies 

like the World Bank led to the rise in popularity of micro-credit programs on the 

continent from the early 1980s and culminating in the 1990s, she discusses three 

competing paradigms on micro-credit: a) a financial self-sustainability paradigm 

where women’s successful repayment histories and entrepreneurial abilities, driven by 

the underlying assumption that financial self sufficiency will translate into socio-

economic and political empowerment make them the targets for micro-credit facilities 

b), a poverty alleviation paradigm, which prioritizes the practical financial 

vulnerability and needs of women over substantive issues of gender subordination; 

and c) a feminist empowerment paradigm which views micro-finance as having 

galvanizing potential for women’s political self organization for social transformation 

in the society. Mayoux identifies some of the underlying assumptions of micro-

financing as perpetuating gendered stereotypes and not adequately addressing issues 

of substantive equity in households. She argues that in some cases, gender inequalities 

are replicated in recruitment for micro-financing. As she aptly states, “[…] women's 

increased control over income also does not translate un-problematically into 

increased wellbeing for women themselves, but is strongly influenced by gendered 

rights to household expenditure and norms of female altruism” (P.973, emphasis 

mine). 

Empowerment as a rhetoric in feminist discourses focuses on discursive 

framings of power and the dispersed nature of power in navigating structural 

constraints (Collins, 1991, 2002; Parpart et al, 2002; Rowlands, 1997; Deveaux, 

1996). Therefore, there is considerable engagement with debatable concepts of 

choice, freedom and capability to live as one chooses, almost unrestrained from the 

shackles (imagined, real or constructed) that have traditionally encumbered women 
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from full participation in society. Applied within this context to African women, the 

image of a powerless oppressed woman is conjured up (Mohanty, 2003). This woman, 

if there is one, is the archetypical reason for women’s empowerment programs in 

Africa. African women are seen as prime targets for empowerment because they are 

perceived to be shackled not just by poverty, but also by backward traditional cultural 

practices endorsed by a patriarchal socio-cultural society that is in itself in need of 

enlightenment.  

This picture aside, a second image of a strong African woman unperturbed by 

misogynistic cultural traditions, non-complaining and hardworking is equally present, 

albeit to a lesser degree, in reclaimist African feminist writings (this includes stories 

and literary works that extol African women as bulwarks of their societies). I suggest 

that a third image, a more mundane woman, neither oppressed nor Amazonian (but 

both oppressed and Amazonian), is visible on the continent. Such a woman works 

hard, complains much, bears ‘her cross’ with fortitude, is victimised by a patriarchal 

socio-cultural and political system, is co-opted into another, and lives at the 

intersections of various invisible worlds. She is complicit in the socio-cultural 

practices that might be interpreted as oppressive to her. Her idea of ‘her place’ in the 

home, society and the world at large may offend the delicate sensibilities of feminists 

who may view her choices as non-choices, giving her little credit for her agency in the 

world. Such a woman, while decrying the system that makes her a subordinate other 

or, indeed, a subordinate normal, actively participates in it by socialising her children 

to respect and uphold the cultural traditions of their ancestors. While she may 

complain about an economically lazy husband, she may just as well accuse her 

daughter-in-law of witchcraft because her son spends his hard earned money taking 

care of his new family. Is this self-contradicting woman empowered? There is another 
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type of woman, also African by identification. This is the woman with high levels of 

formal education who is considered to be empowered by virtue of her educational and 

economic attainments. How does she consider herself empowered? Such a woman is 

both desired in modernist nation-building efforts and considered treacherous to, and 

by, traditional African culture. On the one hand, such a woman is seen as important to 

the development agenda of the nation as one who would raise good children since her 

education will ensure that these children are properly socialised and grow up to 

become productive members of the new modern society. But this acceptance applies 

only in so far as her education provides grounds for consolidating her role as a 

mother: as one ‘civilised’ enough to know her place and, therefore, one who is 

functionally continuing the cultural traditions that have come to be normalised. If this 

woman’s education makes her a critical consumer of African culture, if her education 

makes her critical of gender roles, she, like her uneducated colleague in the village, is 

labelled a witch, or troublemaker, one who is only interested in sowing seeds of 

discord in society. She is especially likely to be labelled as a sell-out to western 

gender notions and ideals. She’s immediately reminded that in our society, when it 

comes to male dominance, it is God given and certain things are just natural. 

 Findings from my fieldwork inform the depictions of the various ‘types’ of 

woman described above. These types are by no means mutually exclusive as they 

blend into each other and reinforce various discourses (marginal or central) of their 

multiple identities. To this extent, while each participant in the study would appear to 

fit the mould of one of the types described above, it is important to understand that 

within the context of this discussion, it would be erroneous to read the transcripts as 

those of ‘a particular’ type of woman.    
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In conversation with these theoretical perspectives, the empirical data 

discussed in this chapter illuminates the experiences of empowerment by participants 

in the study. These empirical findings, albeit troubling, contribute to refining and 

furthering understandings of empowerment as experience and therefore process. We 

can see the ways in which these women’s lives are structured by a mutual 

reinforcement of inherited and customised colonial patriarchal gender relations, 

consolidated by state political and cultural social power, and a global culture that 

economically marginalizes those who live within the micro peripheries of macro-

economic ideologies and planning. The ways in which women relate to capital is 

structured by their constructed identities within the particular system. In this way, 

struggles for gender equality also encompass socio-economic justice and political 

empowerment. 

 

Cultural Capital and Traditional Validation Systems: Spheres of Influence in 

Cultural Economies 

  As discussed in Chapter Three, motherhood in Ghana, as is the case in many 

sub-Saharan African countries is a highly respected status symbol and achievement 

for women (Stoeltje, 2006; Oyewumi, 2000; Amadiume, 1998). Ghanaian women, my 

participants included, recount stories of how they were socialised to be mothers right 

from childhood. From being taught cleanliness at an early age to cooking and taking 

care of siblings (something to which boys are not privy) to ‘sitting properly’ and 

hoarding food for lean seasons, girls are taught a craft that is expected to ultimately 

end in the glorification of being a mother in the near future. As discussed in the 

preceding chapter, mandatory customary practices and rites of passage that transition 

girls into women send strong messages about the socio-cultural expectations of the 
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female gender. Participants in this study speak to this. For instance, below, Nnaa and 

Kyene, participants in a focus group discussion held in the upper west region, discuss 

the importance of motherhood to a woman’s social status: 

Nnaa:  

It is tough oo
38

, if your younger sister marries and has a child, she 

automatically becomes senior to you because she is married (all agree), 

because that is what makes you a woman. When you don’t marry, you have 

become a small girl like that, you have no say, when you go home, you just 

keep quite because you, you are not considered as the senior person again. 

 Kyene: 

Over here, giving birth is the mark of been a woman. I’m telling you that 

someone will even tell you that even if you are not married, you should at 

least give birth, just give birth. They will say, what will happen when you die?  

 

Like social rewards anywhere, if becoming a mother is rewarding to women, it’s not 

surprising that they aspire to this social status. Age and seniority are also traditionally 

valued and respected in Ghana. Thus, as participants intimate, losing seniority 

because one is not married and does not have children is not desirable. Generally one 

of the main purposes, or at least normative expectations, of marriage in Ghanaian 

traditional society is child-bearing. During child naming ceremonies (which are 

widely celebrated in Ghana), mothers are praised for not merely bearing children for 

the community, but also for bringing back good ancestors because belief in re-

incarnation is widespread in Ghanaian traditional communities (Van Der Geest, 

2002). As discussed by Kyene in the excerpt above, the question of “what will happen 

when you die” is an important consideration for child-bearing. Therefore, the act of 

biologically reproducing children has the double function of reincarnation and of 

perpetuating traditional-religious beliefs and practices. Subsequently, biological 

                                                           
38

 This is an expression for emphasis 
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reproduction, and reproductive labour in general, are perceived to be central to 

women’s identities. A woman’s life cycle, through customary practices and 

conventional public rites, revolves around the validation of these normative 

expectations, thereby solidifying the link between women’s general reproductive 

responsibilities and nature.  

Consequently, women’s internalization of these institutionalised socialization 

processes results in an expression of a strong bond between women and childrearing. 

Generally, study participants with children expressed feelings of pride/honour in 

taking good care of their children, working hard and in making sacrifices to ensure 

that their children would have a good future. For instance, almost all participants with 

children discussed how they variously moderate/limit their desires for high socio-

economic achievement in order to offer the necessary care for their children. Pogdaa, 

who desires to further her education, faces a dilemma of short-changing her family by 

giving up time with her daughter to further her career ambitions. She says,  

Our ICT directorate has introduced some short courses, I want to [take one of 

them], but I’m now thinking of what to do with my daughter when I start the 

course. It’s in the evening after work, what time am I going to have for my 

daughter and all that. And because of this, sometimes you don’t have enough 

time to spend with your family because a lot of things, because if you don’t 

take care as a highly educated woman, and you get married, two things will 

happen to you: either you’ll be stuck to the marriage such that all you think 

about and do is marriage issues. You lose your friends and all that. And then 

the other thing is that you can also decide to do all the other things you want to 

do to the detriment of your marriage and family life so there’s always a 

struggle as to ‘what limits can I go’ because it’s important to build family too 

(Pogdaa, II, 2010). 

Almost all female participants discussed marriage and family life as hindering 

women’s higher achievement since they bear the primary responsibility of bringing up 
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children. While acknowledging this hindrance, many accept this role as their primary 

responsibility (to their children). For some of my female participants, then, this 

reproductive ability and responsibility is considered to be more important than higher 

socio-economic or educational attainments, unless the attainments of such laurels 

complement or strengthen their roles as mothers.  

Findings demonstrate that as a socio-cultural validation mechanism, 

motherhood is a highly sought after status since it authenticates women as ‘proper 

women’, who are in turn acknowledged by others at large as ‘proper contributing 

members’ of the society. While this status, in and of itself, does not bring financial 

gain to women, it is hard to ignore the economic benefits of the mothering role they 

play to their societies and national economy at large. They (re) produce a labour force 

for the economy. Additionally, motherhood brings women socio-cultural benefits and 

capital (which I discuss in terms of intangible wealth) that must not be under-

estimated. Moreover, it is clear from observation in the field that women increase 

their level of economic activity because of the need to take care of their children. On 

the street level, informal interactions with market women and street hawkers, in the 

social process of trading, reveal a commonly held view among women with regards to 

expected social capital from caring for children. Women often talk about ‘the 

children’ as the reason ‘they are suffering so much’. They suffer in hopes that in ‘the 

future, these children will also take care of them in their old-age’. The popular 

Akan/Ghanaian adage, ‘if you help a child to develop teeth, she/he will help you to 

lose yours’ was quoted to me time and again.  

 Subsequently, the social capital that women accumulate from taking care of 

children is described by participants as a natural gravitation towards children that they 

have carried for nine months in the womb. This is an outcome of years of gendered 
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socialization. I suggest that second nature or not, these decisions are conscious in that 

women’s desire to have children is well and carefully crafted to achieve a purpose: 

social status and old-age social insurance in the form of returns from their 

investment. I use the terms ‘returns’, ‘social insurance’ and ‘investment’ consciously 

to blur the boundaries between ‘pure’ economic talks/facts and social discourses that 

take for granted the fact that women strategize around the resources (including 

biological capacities to bear children) at their disposal. This is in keeping with 

proposing a materially-based theoretical paradigm for discussing African women in 

ways that do not posit them as ‘natural, eco-friendly-earth Goddess innocents’ who 

give freely of their lives, but as components of very thoughtful-strategising groups 

that should not be easily described as oppressed (hooks, 2003) and whose 

marginalisation (while true) is not unknown to them or un-resisted at various levels. 

As posited at the beginning of this discussion, it is important to acknowledge these 

cultural spheres of influence in discussions of empowerment. I am by no means 

invoking an exceptionalist discourse. However I suggest that the agency displayed by 

women in this regard should be interpreted as a critique of gender equality programs 

that aim to empower women out of traditional gender roles such as these.  

 Furthermore, the so-called ‘instinctual’ or ‘natural’ manner in which women 

perform reproductive labour contributes to the construction of African women as 

naturally suitable caregivers in the global economy. Women’s reproductive labour, 

and by extension their affinity to nature, suggests an African or third world 

exceptionalism as far as domestic labour is concerned. While this in itself may not be 

problematic, the cooptation of such an identity to serve capitalist and neo-liberal 

development purposes is. Generally the capitalist exploitation of third world women’s 

labour, especially in sweatshops and Export Processing Zones, has been well-noted 
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and researched. However, the exploitation of these women’s reproductive labour has 

not garnered as much attention in academic research (Hochschild, 2003; Acker, 

2004). Hochschild (ibid), for instance, asserts that women’s so-called natural ability 

to care for children and the elderly as part of a third world cultural identity has been 

exploited for the benefits of first world families. She convincingly argues that women 

of colour have contributed greatly to the career success of their wealthier mostly-

white counterparts who have the economic leverage to outsource child-care to women 

of colour. Subsequently, women’s liberation in the west has flourished in large part 

because of their ability to outsource their domestic labour to immigrant third world 

women (Hochschild, 2002; Acker, 2005). While this ‘niche’ (domestic labour) may 

offer opportunities for third world women to escape poverty in their home countries, 

it nonetheless lends legitimacy to the problematic construction of third world women 

as natural care-givers. This is problematic because it denies the agency of the women 

involved. Secondly, it lends further credence to the construction of Africa as a place 

of inexhaustive exploitable ‘natural resources’ (real and metaphorical, material and 

human) that can be tapped to further the development of the West – that place of 

science and rational economic arrangements where people are rewarded for their 

natural talents (in relation to women’s domestic labour). Ironically, the same natural 

talent, which can be used for economic gain by women of colour in the developed 

west when employed in the global south, constitutes a badge of oppression, something 

against which women must be empowered.  

 In Ghana, women over the age of 28 experience tremendous pressure to get 

married and bear children. To contextualise this within Ghana’s socio-cultural 

environment, it is important to analyse the ways in which motherhood (which is 

expected to follow logically from marriage) constitutes an important sphere of 
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influence for women. Mothers who raise marriageable daughters are honoured as 

having fulfilled the marriage contract and ensured a full cycle (by raising ‘good’ 

children, including daughters). Daughters/women of marriageable age are therefore 

expected to sustain the cycle by getting married and fulfilling age-old socio-cultural 

expectations. In a focus group discussion with unmarried women between the ages of 

28-34, participants expressed their frustrations with the pressure from parents and 

society to get married and described the reasons given for pressurizing women to 

marry as ‘backward’.  

Kyene:  

Mostly what they (mothers) think is everybody’s daughter is getting married 

and my daughter wants to go to school.  Because of that backward thinking 

that if you are not married, and in this society here we refer to marriage as 

somebody marrying between 18-25 […] you are sort of seen to be deviating 

because that is not normal. Even educated parents sort of think that ‘te bie nga 

yeng, o yeng saameng’ (translated directly as ‘as for this our child, she is 

about to go bad’) [Agreement and sighs from other participants]. They think 

that you have some sort of behaviour that is bad and that is why men do not 

even want to marry you (Kyene, FGD, 2010).  

 

Participants’ concern over ‘even educated parents’ participating in these ‘backward’ 

practices reveals the ways in which formal education instills westernised notions of 

progress to subjects. For instance, participants’ view of a traditional socio-culturally 

rewarding practice (ensuring that one’s daughters get married) as ‘backward’ is 

paradoxical on various levels. Not only have participants normalised modernist 

conceptions of empowerment and progress, they clearly appear to be unaware of the 

mechanics of formal education in making them ‘good mothers’ (in another normative 

sense) as intended consequences of the educational process. As discussions 

progressed, participants in this focus group were clear that they found empowerment 
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in formal education. Formal educational training in Ghana mirrors the colonial 

rhetoric in seeking to bring ‘enlightenment’ to colonial, and now postcolonial, 

subjects. Needless to say, such education seeks to ‘civilise’ by making a student’s 

thought processes western. Therefore while female participants in this study are 

African by descent, they are also ‘western women’ through the process of formal 

educational socialization. This is a perfect example of how global western ideas take 

root in the local and how oppressions can be perceived and experienced universally, 

even without ‘obvious’ and present western intervention (the local as global and the 

global in the local). This is how imperialism is a self-perpetuating phenomenon, 

rooted in colonial histories of non-western societies.  

In contrasting the seemingly liberated practice of the modern mother who 

believes in choice and not in ‘backwardly’ pressurising a girl to marry (thus allowing 

her to exercise choice) with the traditional mothering practice of valuing marriage for 

girls as per socio-cultural traditions in Ghana, one realises that the difference in the 

two systems of mothering lies primarily in on-going colonial and orientalist binary 

discourses of enlightenment and non-enlightenment as pertains the north and south. If 

good mothers raise children within acceptable socio-cultural expectations of the 

society in which they live, then in both cases mothers are merely doing as expected 

(with agency attributed to both situations). Pressure to marry may be built into the 

Ghanaian social fabric, but it is a functional and legitimate socio-cultural expectation 

in that society, just as raising independent children would be in another setting. 

 The social systems that support individual independence, on one hand, and 

communally inclined expectations of marriage and child bearing, on the other, are 

different in how they operate. However, they are similar in the functions they perform 

in reproducing hegemony, normalcy and the social structures of society. They both 
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allow for social change, but more importantly, for social change within the confines 

of the systems and the constructed material and symbolic reality of their various 

locales.
39

 Broadly speaking, the self-generated contradictions of these functionalist 

systems and ways of socialising future generations provide ways of validating 

individual and collective identities for women, men and children.  

As a result of the importance attached to marriage and child-bearing in the 

society, Ghanaian and African cultures in general are imagined to be opposed to 

women’s individual and economic liberation. For instance, Faati and Esi point out the 

implications of measuring the successes of women by their marital status:  

Esi:  

You finish with let’s say your first degree and the next thing your mummy is 

asking, ‘so when is the marriage coming on’? [Laughter] And it looks like you 

can go higher but without the marriage, you are not respected the way you are 

supposed to be respected and then there’s too much pressure on you to settle 

down, that’s the way they put it (Esi, FGD, 2010) 

Faati:  

In our society, we have been socialised to believe that irrespective of your 

achievements, without a man, or if you’re not married, you have not achieved 

anything, nobody respects you if you are not married (Faati, FGD, 2010). 

 

While a woman’s value is measured mostly by her reproductive abilities, cultural 

traditions, per se, do not limit women’s education or socio-economic achievements. 

As discussed by participants in a focus group below, parents seem only concerned 

about impending radical social changes should they not insist on their daughters 

participating in the gendered cultural processes and practices defined for them:   

                                                           
39

 It is to be noted that I have presented two systems here for purposes of analyzing binary 

discourses. I have thus occluded the nuances in similarities and differences between the two. I 

also treat them as exclusive when they mutually reinforce each other in reality. 
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I think our culture really doesn’t put strains on those things [ambition and 

economic achievements] so much, except that some few people might frown 

at you, because somebody will tell you that you, you are a girl and you are 

acquiring so much because definitely you will go to a man’s house so ‘what 

are you doing with money’ (bo en ira neng libiye)? People who [will] say [to 

you] ‘as for you, we don’t even know [what you are all about]. You are 

looking for this, you are looking for that or you are doing this, you are doing 

that, have you forgotten that you are a woman’? (Kyene, FGD, 2010) 

 

What is important here is that while marriage is advocated for women, the particular 

type of marriage is always understood to be ‘new age’, one that would be different for 

the partners involved since the ‘world has changed’. People in Ghana freely speak of 

the new age, the new ways of doing things, and so on. In other words, there is an 

understanding that times are changing and traditions will adapt to said changes.  

I call this the modern normal and the age of choice. The choice that is 

presented in this neo-liberal milieu allows for social change, but again within 

approved socio-cultural systems where independence, particularly financial, and 

individualism are the new normal. The similarity in this case is that choice is 

available, but tradition remains important. Parents go to their reservoir of knowledge 

on how to succeed in the world in any particular setting and, as part of the 

socialization process, pass this skill set on to future generations. When/if this attempt 

is deemed successful, by whatever crude methods/measures are employed, then 

parents feel validated that they have ‘done their part’. This ‘part’ is reinforcing, as 

opposed to radically transforming, the social structural confines of women`s lives. 

Passing on survival kits for surviving in a system that rewards individual effort cannot 

be seen as changing the existing structures, it reinforces them since the survival kit 

relies on the existence of the system to work. This is not different from the pressure 
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put on women to marry in African cultural systems where individualism is largely 

discouraged. 

 The above notwithstanding, it is imperative to discuss the contradictions in the 

systems within which these processes of validation occur. In the Ghanaian setting, a 

socio-economic terrain exists that rewards individual achievement similar to the 

modern normal outlined above. However, this economic system exists alongside a 

cultural system that largely discourages individual achievement when it is achieved to 

the detriment of the collective. Thus while individuals may be successful and often 

are, they are encouraged to have communitarian attitudes.  

 These contradictions and convergences are important in understanding that 

such pressure to marry at all cost is strongly resisted by many women. Participants 

indicated in discussions that they were not opposed to the idea of marriage, rather, 

they complained of the lack of suitable marriage partners. As indicated below, 

pressure to marry when suitable partners are scarce is a frustrating experience for 

many unmarried women.  

Kyene:  

[...] [continuing a story of being pressured to marry by women in a beauty 

salon]. So I said [in response to why she’s not married], ‘I am not worried 

about marriage because I have other things doing [….]’ ‘So you mean you 

won’t marry? [….] If men were like commodities in the market, I’m sure 

everybody would buy [some].  

 

There are socio-cultural and economic benefits to having in-laws. For people in the 

northern sector of Ghana, these range from extra free farm-labour to big in-law 

representation at one’s funerals
40

. People consider it a big honour to be mourned not 
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 Funerals for one’s relatives and eventually at one’s own funeral.   
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just by one’s kinsmen and women, but by kinsmen and women acquired by virtue of 

one’s married daughters in particular.  

Funerals are important to Ghanaian socio-cultural and religious cosmologies. 

Women’s rights activists question certain cultural traditions because of the ways in 

which these degrade and marginalize women. Funerals are the sites where these 

cultural traditions are reinforced. There are different mourning practices for different 

groups of people depending on whether or not they had children in their lifetime. In 

particular, a woman’s successes in life are measured (at this rite of passage) by her 

reproductive prowess; her immortality (in terms of being considered ancestral or not) 

also largely depends on such achievements. Since funerals are sociologically 

understood as providing ongoing socialization for the living, these lessons are for the 

living as they contemplate their own mortality and the type of funerals they would get 

in the future. Given that reincarnation is also considered an important aspect of life, 

funerals provide another opportunity to remind women of their child-bearing 

responsibilities. Accordingly, a daughter’s marriage also has intangible benefits to her 

parents. Marriages of daughters are also seen as an important coping mechanism for 

poverty since in-laws can serve as social capital. Such social capital goes beyond 

individual relations to community-level relations. As participants in a focus group 

discuss below, a poor family can acquire social capital by raising marriageable 

daughters.  

Nnaa: 

Poverty too is what is even making parents in the villages give their daughters 

out very early [in marriage], because if you are able to give your daughter out 

to a particular family, you’ll have ‘dien mene’ (in-laws) and [when you have 

problems and call on them] because you are the in-laws they will come and 

help you. In farming, the dien mene will come and farm for you. They’ll do all 

you want them to do for you on the farm, you only need to cook for them. If 
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you have a funeral they are coming to it. And that alone, they 

[parents/relatives] feel proud that their daughter is married to this village
41

 and 

when there’s a funeral, the whole of that village will come. So you see […] 

they will come and dance [at the in-laws’ funerals].  

Kyene:  

So I think the social aspect of it runs through, it runs through all [our lives] 

because my father for instance, will say ‘this person’s daughter [got married] 

and this person died and that village [in-law village], the whole of the village 

came [for the funeral] so you see, you [unmarried daughter] are roaming like 

this, in case I die, who are those who are coming [for the funeral]’? 

[Agreement and laughter from the rest]. 

SB: What if the person only has boys? 

Kyene:  

That’s a different case. When the men also marry, I think it’s the same thing, 

so the in-law funeral is still a big thing [agreement]. That is why in our 

society, when somebody doesn’t give birth, they frown [upon it], because they 

will ask you ‘when I die, who will bury me?’  

Nnaa:  

We have instances where if the daughter is not able to give birth, they [parents 

of girl] will add another one [woman/daughter] to that same family [that is to 

give another woman from the same household/family in marriage as a second 

wife for the purposes of ensuring that the bride’s family biologically 

reproduces in the marriage]. They want [to maintain] that relationship. So they 

will bring another lady from the house, yes. 

  

As is clear from the excerpts quoted above, parents and families go to great lengths to 

preserve marital relations beyond the primary candidates in the initial marriage 

contract. And if children are needed to maintain such a relationship, multiple 
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 Because marriage is understood to be a communal affair, a marriage contract is anything 

but between individuals. The marriage contract is between families who are part of clans and 

villages. One is therefore never married to an individual in the traditional sense in which 

marriage operates, one is married to a family or village. 
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marriages are encouraged to preserve it. As speculated by Nnaa below,
42

  another 

social benefit of having in-laws for Muslim parents in the northern sector of Ghana 

involves Ramadan gift giving: 

I hear that this Ramadan season if you have plenty daughters then ‘e lori yeng’ 

(you are lucky). The in-laws will bring things to you [….] So at the end of it 

all, you’ll see somebody with bags of sugar
43

 [because their daughters are 

married]. So when you don’t have daughters or when you are not married.  

 

Female participants’ desires for social changes to allow a freer exercise of their 

cosmopolitan empowerment experiences are met by resistance from male colleagues 

who obviously have a stake in maintaining the status quo. It is important to note that 

seeking partnerships and solidarity with men through conversation and dialogue is 

crucial to the gender equality debate and campaign in Africa. Empowerment of 

women cannot translate into tangible outcomes without the express or implicit support 

of men. Empowerment campaigns that target only women and ignore the socio-

cultural environment within which empowerment is exercised often fail miserably 

since women may be labelled witches and social deviants should they begin to 

‘practice empowerment’ in communities that have not been ‘sensitized’ to recognise 

such empowerment. 

Nevertheless, women’s influence in traditional communities can be increased, 

subtly, within traditionally acknowledged avenues for empowerment for women. 

Social recognition of empowerment, or of women’s influence, partially completes the 

process of empowerment. In other words, the specific socio-cultural locales within 
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 Having grown up in this part of Ghana, I am also very familiar with this practice. 

43
 Sugar is the most common gift given to Muslims fasting during the time of Ramadan in the 

region. It is meant to contribute to preparations for breaking the fast at the end of the day-it is 

used as a sweetener for porridge, which is a typical first course meal for breaking fast in the 

northern sector of the country.  
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which women live should be able to acknowledge and recognise women’s 

empowerment. Subsequently, it is important to problematise notions of empowerment 

where opportunities for women are conceptualised only within those western socio-

economic models that fit within the capitalist system. In this process, individual 

women’s empowerment does not appear to require the same level of communal 

recognition. As well, such models may de-legitimise efforts by women’s groups for 

their communities to recognise and restore traditionally approved empowerment 

models and avenues. A scholar and activist at the forefront of women’s rights 

organising in Ghana, in an interview for this study, decries the lack of thorough 

assessment of empowerment programs and workshops for women since she says 

some of this training has proven to be detrimental to women’s socio-economic well-

being.   

We have always advocated for change, but it doesn’t look like we have sat 

down to think critically about the effects of change. What are the ripple effects 

of change? In change, conflict happens, have we thought of managing the 

conflicts? When a woman get’s home after a workshop and says ‘I am really 

tired and I need a rest, today I am going to make sure my children go to school 

or my daughter is not going into that marriage anymore’. Have we really 

worked out what it means, what it would mean for that woman? So we need to 

also do some reflections and to do some backtracking, there’s still a lot. I think 

we have made a lot of inroads, but there’s still a lot to be done (Ayine, II, 

2010). 

 

Women’s access to land, for instance, is dependent on their social status as wives, 

sisters and daughters. Land is tied to socio-economic progress and, as such, a 

woman’s ‘good’ relationship with relations connected to land plays a crucial role in 

her ability to gain farming lands if she lacks the financial resources to buy/rent such 
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land herself.
44

  In any case, a woman who is socially outcast from a society is hardly 

ever able to exert influence within the community since she can be ignored despite 

her wealth.  

 As elaborated in the next chapter on women’s higher educational attainments, 

in Ghana there is a functionalist or utilitarian expectation for women’s education to be 

beneficial to their communities. Consequently, the success of women’s empowerment 

is assessed within this paradigm. For instance, the idea of choice, depending on how it 

is expressed and used by educated women, is questioned by men (not surprisingly), 

almost in the same ways as women’s education is deemed economically useless to her 

family if/when she ends up in the kitchen. While women may not be educated by their 

families of origin, because the families may not see how they would gain economic 

value from it, the situation is exacerbated by macro-economic planning programs that 

cut funding to education (which affects women disproportionately). Yet women’s 

education is still encouraged by the Ghanaian government for national development 

purposes, despite the lack of effective national development plans to remove systemic 

barriers to women’s education. For instance, while there are vigorous campaigns to 

improve women’s education, male participants worry about the ‘kind’ of empowered 

women formal education produces. Kwaku’s (a male postgraduate student between 

the ages of 25-30) concerns for a cousin below exemplify this apprehension:   

Kwaku:  

I have a practical example. I have a cousin [female] who is also a graduate 

[…] and she said, ‘I would like to have a son/child but I don’t want a 

husband’. And I asked her a question, how then do you get a child if you don’t 

want a husband? And she said she doesn’t want to live in that kind of ‘a 

slavery world’ where the husband will always be the boss and she has to be 
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 By relations here, I am referring to social relationships and relatives that ensure that a 

woman has land or help to improve a woman’s access to land 
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the subordinate [….] ‘With the kind of message you are impacting to me, it 

tells me directly now you feel big, isn’t it? You are of a high class in terms of 

education and you feel much more liberated so you don’t want any partnership 

with any man so you want to live in your own world so where lies the 

empowerment if you have been educated’? [….] That empowerment is not at 

the end to make them isolated from society and from men, but rather to 

involve them in relationship with men and society as a whole (Kweku, FGD, 

2010). 

 

This quotation illustrates how important it is to pay attention to how women’s 

education and empowerment issues are framed and situated within a neo-liberal 

framework that relies heavily on traditional gender cosmologies to keep women’s 

contribution primarily within the realm of reproductive labour, the contribution 

deemed most beneficial to the whole society.  

 

Discussion: toward material and intangible empowerment  

 

The chapter troubles conceptions of empowerment that both reinforce or seek 

to reject tenets of current neo-liberalism by positing the problem of how 

empowerment should be conceptualised as a borderline-illegitimate, non-loyal way of 

dealing with substantive gender equality in sub-Saharan Africa. Radical post-modern, 

so-called progressive notions of empowerment always seem to seek a certain 

dismantling of structures through deconstruction without offering a concrete material 

basis for livelihood activities ‘in the meantime’. Moreover, a conception of 

empowerment hinged on making women reap economic benefits in the current 

economic environment that does not question the ways in which such benefits 

reinforce the very systems of oppression and marginalisation does little to advance the 

sustainable progressive systemic change necessary in consolidating women’s 
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empowerment and empowered identities. The chapter, thus, argues for a materially 

based conception of empowerment that is realizable through socio-cultural 

recognition of women’s influences in traditional spheres: within the realm of 

reproductive labour while recognising the other non-traditional validation 

mechanisms. Discussions of empowerment ultimately call for a critique of power: 

global, economic and cultural, and of the power structures that shape discourses, 

experiences and practices of empowerment (global, national, local and ethnic). 

Findings from my fieldwork support theoretical approaches that see empowerment as 

primarily about opportunities. However, the literature on women’s empowerment is 

still largely silent on the avenues for expressing (living) empowerment. These 

avenues can be blocked by normative conceptions of empowerment that primarily 

view African women as oppressed, and traditional empowerment mechanisms as non-

empowering or dis-empowering.  

The women (and men) who participated in this study, from their experiences, 

provide insights into the problems of universalising the empowerment experience, 

because the specific locales from which these are expressed as well as validated are 

important. This is because women’s relationship with and to capital is structured by 

local socio-cultural and global political economic structures and relations. Thus, the 

ability to participate in both these spheres -- local and global
45

 –in the ‘in-between’ 

space of being a third world woman means that until the local social environment is 

eroded, social capital, local traditional mechanisms of validation will remain crucial 

to the empowering process. Local socio-cultural practices provide the power needed 

to engage with political and economic structures (in-law farming is economically 
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 I am aware that both local and global spheres in themselves encompass multiple spheres 

that can further complicate the analyses I’m offering here. Local here for instance, refers to 

the national, country-level-sphere which encompasses ethnic and tribal spheres. 
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important for instance), since such practices are about increasing a woman’s family’s 

power to interact with, and within, local socio-economic powers and not just power 

over resources per se. Recognition of the power to influence is important in 

transforming structures, in mobilizing, and in being considered legitimate. Legitimacy 

is important in mobilizing and in making in-roads within the local political contexts. 

It is about the liveability of women’s lives after all.  
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Chapter 5 

Tensions and Dialectics of Women’s Higher Education in Ghana 

Introduction 

 

In this chapter, I examine education, more precisely the attainment of higher 

education, as a tool for gender equity by analyzing the impact of normative 

constructions of women’s place and status in society in relation to education.  I argue 

that the potential of education to equalize gender relations and empower women is de-

emphasized in discourses of women’s education that approach it as a capacity 

enhancing tool for women’s ascribed reproductive roles. In other words, this approach 

is affirmative - and complicit in limiting women’s life chances to the domestic realm- 

to the extent that it does not seek to change the underlying structures that sustain and 

perpetuate women’s unequal status in society, but instead promotes education as a 

mechanism for entrenching traditional patriarchal notions of womanhood. From this 

point of view, I will argue that women’s individual liberation and empowerment are 

not the end goals of campaigns for women’s education. Thus, while these kinds of 

campaigns have succeeded in encouraging women’s education, they re-affirm deep 

seated gendered inequalities. The potential transformative power of women’s 

education can be understood with reference to Paulo Friere’s (1970) notion of 

education as an emancipatory tool for oppressed groups. Friere’s assertion that 

education leads to consciousness-raising about systems of domination and oppression 

thereby providing power to historically oppressed groups to challenge the status quo 

is true in the case of women’s higher education in Ghana. Given the socio-cultural 

contexts of Ghana, the conundrum facing advocates for women’s education is how to 

effectively promote women’s education on the basis of its own merit, i.e. as 

something that has the potential to lead to gender equality, without jeopardizing 

women’s access to education.  Generally, the education system, embedded within an 
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already unequally stratified social structure, reifies existing unequal relations in 

society through the manner in which it arbitrarily categorizes people. Accordingly 

women’s education, particularly higher education, because of its potential to equalise 

gendered power relations, is perceived as a threat to the status quo.
46

 Not surprisingly 

therefore, enrolment for women at the tertiary levels, and especially at post-tertiary 

levels, in sub-Saharan Africa (in general) are not just low, women also tend to be 

over-represented in programs much more akin to traditional gender roles such as 

nursing (Diamanka and Godwyll, 2008; Kwesiga, 2002).  

 In this chapter, I analyse the impact of traditional notions of womanhood on 

women’s educational attainment, through an examination of the perceptions of highly 

educated women, the challenges they face, and particularly the issues of reproductive 

labour and fertility as they impact women’s higher educational attainments. It must be 

noted that the experiences of participants for the study are shaped largely by their 

education in schools through both the hidden and formal curricula. It is also important 

to note that I am neither concerned with conceptualising the term education, nor with 

analysing institutional discriminatory practices against women in higher educational 

facilities. Therefore, I use education to refer to the formal process of training in 

schools. Higher education is used in this context to refer to the attainment of post-

secondary, and in particular, post-graduate levels of education.  

 

Historical Trajectories of Women’s Education in Africa 

 

Formal education in sub-Saharan Africa, as in many formerly colonised 
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 The perceived threat of women’s attainment of higher education challenging patriarchal 

gendered structures and relations emerged in interviews and focus group discussions with 

both male and female participants. More detailed discussions of these perceptions are taken 

up later in the chapter. 
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places, accompanied colonization as a tool of transmitting the colonizers’ cultural 

values to the colonised. Formal education transmitted western cultural knowledge, 

values and worldviews to indigenous populations. As a matter of fact, religious 

institutions like the Catholic Church established evangelical practices in colonies long 

before these places became formally colonised by European powers (Vansina, 1995). 

Formal education therefore started with the establishment of schools by these 

missionaries (Tuwor and Sossou, 2008). These efforts were amply supported by 

colonial administrations through subsidies to missionary schools (Adu Boahen, 1990). 

Both colonial administrations and missionary religious institutions focused on 

providing formal education to native African men to help advance political and 

religious colonialism (Graham, 1971; Oyewumi, 1997). As such, African males were 

trained to take over the reins of power and administer public bureaucracies on behalf 

of the colonial administration. This practice exacerbated the public/domestic divide 

for men and women and aligned colonized societies closer to their colonizers in terms 

of gender norms and ideals (see for example, Aidoo, 1998; Sofola, 1998).
47

 As noted 

earlier, education, as an institution, was a highly effective tool used to transmit 

cultural values of colonizers to the colonized (Vansina, 1995). This notwithstanding, 

these missionary schools were also instrumental in the writing and translation of 

African literatures which helped to preserve some cultural heritage.  Moreover, the 

educated elites of the colonies later became influential in the fight for independence in 

the 1950s because of their abilities to engage intellectually (in terms of speaking their 

language and assessing their legal instruments) with colonial masters (Adu Boahen, 

1990). Western education therefore produced paradoxes both in the colonial times and 

                                                           
47

 This by no means implies that pre-colonial Ghanaian or postcolonial societies were 

necessarily egalitarian societies. However, colonialism impacted and substantially realigned 

gendered relations along the lines of western societies.  
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set the tone for paradoxical and dialectical effects in the postcolonial era.  

Formal education for women in the colonial period focused on training 

African women to emulate notions of western (British) femininity where docility, 

otherwise termed as civility and ‘ladylike-ness’ was encouraged (Steady, 2007).
48

 

consequently,  these women could support their husbands in public colonial positions. 

The Catholic Church, in furtherance of its evangelical efforts, started schools for 

women in various places in Ghana. Many of the church-established schools for girls 

were in vocational training as well as other recognizable areas of ‘women’s work’, 

such as nursing and catering. These training programs are not inconsistent with 

women’s ascribed reproductive roles in society. Therefore such programs are 

consistent with socio-cultural norms.  

In academic literatures today, women’s education in sub-Saharan Africa is 

primarily discussed with reference to its developmental benefits: improvements in 

maternal and infant mortality, overall child and family health and individual 

economic empowerment (Gyimah, 2003; Odaga & Heneveld, 1995). For instance, 

Gyimah (ibid) finds a high correlation between women’s level of education and infant 

and child health in Ghana. In other words, women with more education are better 

equipped to protect their children against childhood killing diseases than women with 

less or no formal education (ibid). These demographic analyses suggest that 

developing countries like Ghana stand to gain monumentally from encouraging 

women’s participation in formal education. Nevertheless, women’s education in 

Africa lags behind male education and is reported to be among the lowest in the world 

(UNICEF, 2000; UNDP, 2011). UNICEF reports that at the beginning of the 21
st
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 For women in British Colonies i.e. colonies in Anglophone West Africa, the Gold Coast 
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century, sixteen of the twenty-two countries in the world with female illiteracy rates 

of over 70 percent were African. Additionally, according to the latest UNDP (2011) 

report, between 1999 and 2009, women in sub-Saharan Africa had the lowest level of 

access to education in the developing world with the gender disparities highest for 

secondary and tertiary education.  

Over the years, efforts to improve the situation have yielded positive results 

for girls at the elementary levels while the tertiary sector remains to be a male 

dominated area (Konadu-Agyeman and Shabaya, 2006; Kwesiga, 2002; Diamanka 

and Godwyll, 2008). Various studies have, over the years, examined socio-cultural 

barriers to women’s education in the sub-region (Logan and Beoku-Betts, 1996; 

Odaga and Heneveld, 1995; Oxfam, 2000; Rose and Al-Samarrai, 2001; Assie-

Mumumba, 2000; Tanye, 2008). Findings from many of these studies suggest that 

while unfavourable prevailing economic conditions contribute to hindering women’s 

education, local socio-cultural beliefs and practices also play a significant role (Ibid). 

Kwesiga (2002) finds, in her study on women’s education in Uganda, that socio-

cultural ideals and notions of womanhood remain an important impediment to higher 

education for women in the sub-region. She also asserts that in many African 

societies, the notion that women's higher education is not necessary for the fulfilment 

of normatively ascribed gender roles constitutes a big obstacle to women attaining 

higher education. Therefore, not surprisingly, findings from my study suggest that 

because educated women are more likely to resist, and challenge, normatively 

ascribed gender role expectations for women, they are often viewed as threats to 

Ghanaian cultural systems.  

Women’s Education in Ghana  

 

 Like other countries in sub-Saharan Africa, education in Ghana (in terms of its 
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gender distribution) is a highly skewed phenomenon. Between 2000 and 2007, the 

total adult illiteracy rate in Ghana was 65 percent (UNDP, 2007). Of the literate 35 

percent, the gross secondary school enrolment ratios for males are 52 percent as 

opposed to 46 percent for women (ibid). Various state policy interventions such as the 

Free Compulsory Universal Basic Education (FCUBE) introduced in Ghana in 1987, 

as well as the establishment of a Girls Education Unit within the Ministry of 

Education (aimed at increasing girls’ enrolment in schools), contributed to improving 

girls access to schools at the elementary school levels (Girls’ Education Unit, 2002; 

Tuwor and Sossou, 2008).  

The progress made in increasing enrolment of girls at the primary school level 

is not replicated at the secondary and tertiary levels since the dropout rate for girls is 

much higher than that for boys (Diamanka and Godwyll, 2008; Government of 

Ghana, 2009). At the tertiary levels, the gap widens even more with fewer women 

making it to the tertiary and post-tertiary levels (ibid). In 2005 for instance, women’s 

enrolment in tertiary education stood at 35 percent (UNDP, 2007). According to the 

2005 Ghana Statistical Services (GSS), the most current reliable data on the subject, 

child enrolment at the primary school level stood at 47.7 percent for girls and 52.3 

percent for boys (see Table 5.1). At the university/polytechnique level, the numbers 

drop to 33.8 percent for women to 66.2 percent for men. Scholars attribute the low 

levels of female education in the country to systemic cultural devaluation of female 

education that perpetuates the mindset that women’s education is not as valuable as 

men’s and contributes little to the performance of their roles as homemakers 

(Dolphyne, 2000; Gyimah, 2003; Tanye, 2008).  

Table 5.1. Enrolment of Girls in Institutions of Higher learning in 2005 

Type of Institution Girls/Women Boys/Men Year (2005) 
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Primary 47.7% 

1,111,225 

 

52.3% 

1,217,099 

 

 

 

 

2005 

Secondary 44.2% 

(159,783) 

55.8% 

(201,717) 

Vocational/Tech 13.9% 

(2,984) 

86.1% 

(18,440) 

Teacher Training 42.7% 

(10,726) 

57.3% 

(14,395) 

University/Polytechnique 33.8% 

(32,198) 

66.2% 

(63,193) 

Source: GSS 2005
49

  

Although a few women now occupy certain important socio-political positions 

in the country (for example Ghana’s current Speaker of Parliament (2009–present) 

and Attorney General (from 2009-2011) are both women)
50

, women’s representation 

in public office is still very marginal in comparison to males (see Tables 5.2, 5.3 and 

5.4).  

Table 5.2: Public Offices Held by Women 

Ministers 

Type of Position Women Men Year 

Cabinet Minister 1 16 2006 

Minister 16 47 2006 

Minister of State 2 3 2006 

 

Table 5.3: Heads of Public and Private Tertiary Institutions 

Position Women Men Year 

Chancellor 0 4 2000 

0 8 2005 
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Vice Chancellor 0 11 2000 

1 15 2005 

Pro-Vice 

Chancellor 

1 11 2000 

0 10 2005 

Registrar 2 9 2000 

2 17 2005 

 

Table 5.4:  Parliamentary Seats /High Commissioners and Ambassadors 

No of Seats (total) Women Men Year 

200 16 184 1992 

HC and 

Ambassadors 17 

1 16 

200 19 181 1996 

HCs and 

Ambassadors (21) 

4 17 

200 19 181 2000 

HCs and 

Ambassadors (33) 

2 31 

230 25 205 2004 

HCs and 

Ambassadors 

No data No data  

Source: Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Parliamentary Affairs 

 

Given the token number of women in visible high level public office positions, 

I suggest that their impact as role models for young females is minimal. On the other 

hand, the ubiquitous images of women as homemakers, first, and lowly public 

servants (e.g. secretaries, administrative assistants), second, continues to dominate 

Ghanaian discourses of women’s places in public life. 

There is a growing body of literature on women’s education in Ghana. As 

noted above, while many demographic studies examine the correlations between 

women’s education and development, (Gyimah; 2003; Hobcraft, 1993; Dodoo, 1992; 



 96 

2005), other studies examine the socio-cultural and economic barriers to women’s 

education (Konadu-Agymang and Shabaya, 2006; Dolphyne, 2000; Tuwor and 

Sossou, 2008; Diamanka and Godwell, 2008; Kabeer, 2003). Ironically, although the 

developmental benefits of women’s education has been internationally recognised 

(and touted by the World Bank, a major development partner of Ghana), austere 

economic policies from the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

disadvantage women as far as education is concerned. This is due largely to 

recommendations from these institutions for cutbacks in social sector spending in 

budgetary allocations of developing countries (Godwyll and Kang, 2008; Konadu-

Agyeman and Panford, 2006; Hutchful, 2002).  These contradictions in the policy 

practices of global neo-liberal development partners call for a critical evaluation of 

how women’s empowerment discourses are framed to further neo-liberal thought and 

practice.  

 

Women’s Education and Reproductive Labour 

 

 The often quoted phrase, “if you educate a man, you educate an individual, but 

if you educate a woman, you educate a whole nation” (quoted in Adu-Poku, 2001),
51

 

is the most popular campaign message in Ghana as far as promoting women’s 

education is concerned. Similarly, at the global level, campaigns on promoting 

women’s education emphasize the link between education and traditional gender 

roles. For instance MDG3 (“to Promote Gender Equality and Empower Women”), 

stresses that “when a country educates its girls, its mortality rates usually fall, fertility 

rates decline, and the health and education prospects of the next generation improve” 

                                                           
51

 This is a popular phrase popularised by Dr. Kwegyir Aggrey, an educationist who believed 

in educating women for development.  
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(MDG3, no page number). In addition, at the world education forum in 2000, Kofi 

Annan, then Secretary General of the UN, intimated in a speech that  

[…] no development strategy is better than one that involves women as central 

players. It has immediate benefits for nutrition, health, savings and 

reinvestment at the family, community, and ultimately country level. In other 

words, educating girls is a social development policy that works. It is a long-

term investment that yields an exceptionally high return... (Tanye, 2008, p. 2). 

 

However, as effective as these slogans and campaign messages are in promoting girl-

child and women’s education and empowerment in Ghana, they also reinforce the 

notion that women’s education is necessary because it enhances women’s mothering 

and nurturing roles in society.
52

 Such gains seem to be the imperative forces behind 

the government’s commitment to improving women’s access to education.  

I argue that promoting the developmental and utilitarian benefits of women’s 

education is problematic for various reasons: first, it suggests only a natural 

connection (not a socio-cultural connection) between women and biological 

reproduction. It is also functionalist and communitarian and neglects the neo-liberal 

contexts within which women’s empowerment take place. Furthermore, it interacts 

favourably with the global neo-liberal regime to legitimise women’s subordination on 

the basis that women are naturally suited to certain roles that do not require acquired 

skills and finally, it serves the purposes of neo-liberalism by encouraging the 

exploitation of women’s reproductive labour as natural and private, consequently 

keeping reproductive labour within the micro level and subsequently out of the 

purview of the state’s macro-economic planning.  

                                                           
52

 Women’s rights groups, NGOs and the media have all variously used these slogans and 

campaigns to encourage girl child education in Ghana. These campaigns and other factors 

have yielded positive results as far as girl child enrolment in schools is concerned.  
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These criticisms aside, the strategy of linking education to enhanced 

reproductive functions inhibits education from being viewed in progressive ways. 

Moreover, it impacts discourses of women’s education dialectically. Therefore, 

although it has yielded desired benefits of increased female enrolment and, in some 

instances, contributed to positively changing traditional mindsets of women’s 

education, it also deceptively limits the potential of women’s education to the realm 

of the reproductive and domestic. In this way, it fails to convey the empowering 

benefits of education for individual freedoms and capabilities beyond ascribed 

reproductive roles. It is therefore no surprise that while primary school enrolments are 

increasing, dropout rates at the higher levels are also increasing for women (Tuwor 

and Sossou, 2008).  

 

Attitudes Towards Women’s Education 

 

Many of the critiques are apparent in the fieldwork in terms of attitudes to 

women’s education.  Mba, a male executive director of an NGO (that has gender 

equity as part of its mandate), identifies as a staunch supporter of women’s rights in 

Ghana. In an individual interview on the subject of barriers to women’s education, he 

intimates that women’s education threatens men’s mythical socio-cultural powers of 

domination, something most men are not ready to give up easily. Thus, he talks about 

how education unlocks knowledge with the potential to destroy the myth.  

Apart from the payment of the bride price, the reason why men are on top is a 

myth. Now, the more educated a woman is, the more likely it is that she has 

discovered that this is a myth. So that perceived superiority [of men] then is 

shaken. And then we look at the confidence of men because men have been 

cultured to be in control. Now you have a situation where you go in for an 

educated woman, it might be a professional woman and you suddenly realise 

‘that that’s my wife, I’m not in control (laughter). Maybe, I am going to live in 
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her house’. That can be deflating for men, in the sense that it is not the norm. 

So from a position where you have been brought up to be in control of the 

house, it’s in the Bible the man is the head of the house. You know the 

interpretation takes all sorts of dimensions but once a man gets the impression 

that he might not be in control in the strict sense of the word, then that makes 

him to be more sceptical about marrying that kind of woman because he wants 

to be in control but he knows he cannot be. So that is another dimension that 

makes it more difficult (Mba, II, 2010). 

 

 Additionally, in a focus group discussion of male participants for this study, 

Kwaku, a post-graduate student, also speculates that men’s fear of losing traditional 

power and privilege leads to anxiety over women attaining equivalent if not higher 

levels of education. 

I think the fear of that kind of traditional behaviour or role of doing things   

within the family is sometimes what leads the men to do away with the 

women who are highly educated. So now you see a woman is seen as equally 

as the man, she even sometimes holds much authority and even to some extent 

she might even be the main breadwinner for the family because of her position 

and her job placement. So the man fears that he’s going to lose that kind of 

position of being the head of the family. Sharing is not the problem but the 

fear of losing or supporting to the women’s authority is what is creating that 

tension (Kwaku, FGD, 2010). 

 

In the same focus group, Kofi points to issues of social change that occur with 

women’s education. As he states, women’s education realistically would lead to social 

change in one way or another.  

I want to say that sometimes tradition has a lot to [to do with it] but as you’ve 

heard, I don’t want to believe that the women out-rightly change. I want to 

believe that sometimes perception has a lot to do with it [...]. Now you take 

this woman to school, why did you take her to school? To get her up to that 

level, get her informed, acquire more knowledge, be reformed. Now as part of 
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the reformation, she’s empowered and you don’t expect an empowered person 

to behave the way she used to earlier (FGD, 2010). 

 

 Kwaku further discusses the challenges men face in supporting women’s 

liberation within the Ghanaian context. His personal experience below and the 

discussion that follows are insightful in understanding this challenge.  

I have this problem that sometimes you might want to share the roles and 

responsibilities with your partner equally but the tensions outside are also a 

factor that prevents you from doing some of these things fully. You might 

want to cook when your wife is around or not, you might want to wash dishes, 

but the pressures from outside, people’s perceptions about you liberating the 

woman too much [laughter from the rest]. Yea, we witness it among our 

parents a lot. Why are you liberating the woman too much, she’s sitting there 

doing nothing while you are doing the cooking. So the pressures from outside 

also prevent men from equally sharing roles and responsibilities with women 

and with high educated women as my colleagues have said [is a challenge], 

sometimes we expect them to influence positively their education in terms of 

changing the traditional terrain, but it’s rather becomes the inverse where now 

they are too-known, now they know everything, they are in the position of 

fending for themselves and in a position of differentiating what is right from 

wrong and it becomes a problem, because I have that problem with my 

girlfriend. You say something and she replies you back and I get so offended, 

not trying to put myself. So I ask her, fine, you have made such an assertion 

but don’t you think rather going this way is [...]. I don’t know, she has made 

an assertion and she says that is right so sometimes the way they portray what 

they have learnt to impact on society also counts. So they must look at various 

dynamics of portraying the education that they have received to the level at 

which society will accept. 

 

Asked to explain what he meant by ‘the level at which society will accept’, he had 

this to say  
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Now in our Ghanaian society women are categorically supposed to be the 

subordinate while men are supposed to head. And it doesn’t matter, role 

sharing of responsibilities, women are supposed to take care of the home, 

domestic chores [they are] supposed to take care of children and do child 

bearing and they are also supposed to make sure their husbands are satisfied in 

a way. Men are supposed to be the decision-makers, men are supposed to 

bring money in and men are supposed to direct things within the family. But, 

if women have gained an education to some extent and they want a gender 

equality in terms of role playing I think they must approach it in a way as to, 

in a conscious manner. For instance, today, I [woman] will do this, why don’t 

you take this or you do this for sometime, I also take it up for sometime. But 

as my friend said, sometimes you’ll do it and then they don’t want to come 

back to it again. They [women] feel very liberated. They feel very very 

liberated and I think you also have to look at those issues. 

 

The concerns these male participants have, about women becoming ‘too liberated’, 

are rooted in the expectation that a woman’s place, irrespective of status or education, 

is in the kitchen. Therefore, when a woman begins to challenge these notions – either 

by asking a male partner to share or help in these roles – it is often interpreted as an 

attempt to subvert male authority, hence the fear of women’s ‘liberation’. As Afia, a 

women’s rights activist who describes herself as a nationalist feminist confirms, 

highly educated women are deemed to be more assertive than their non-educated 

counterparts and that is a source of concern to men.  

So the point is that if you are educated, you want to state your mind. You will 

not allow somebody to just push something down your throat, and when you 

do that [state your mind], they will term it ‘too known’. You are arrogant, you 

don’t respect, and especially when you are married, they think you are taking 

[over] your husband’s position because your husband is supposed to be the 

head, so a whole lot of […]. So the idea is that you should always submit, you 
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should always submit and behave like the way they train us, that a lady should 

be calm, gentle, respectful and that sort of thing (Afia, II, 2010).
53

 

 

In these discussions, one realises that the normative expectation of education as a 

gatekeeper of the status quo is seriously undermined by the ‘unintended’ outcomes of 

education – liberation to think, be, act and challenge the status quo. Discussions by 

male participants in the focus groups also offer insights into the power dynamics at 

play in constructing the usefulness of women’s education. In other words, if people 

who wield power in society, almost exclusively men, are to be convinced of the need 

for women’s education, they also need to be reassured that the allowable education 

permitted to women would not threaten but, if anything, increase male power and 

influence in society.  

Education can, in Ghana’s context, be granted to girls and women by men in 

various positions of power: either as fathers who make decisions concerning their 

daughters’ education, maybe as the financiers for that education, and as policy-makers 

who occupy important positions in national policy making. Whether access to 

education is granted as an act of benevolence or not, women’s educational outcomes 

in terms of emancipation and individual empowerment are not surprising. Hence, 

men’s concern that educated women might feel ‘too liberated’ suggests that liberation 

is men’s to give - it is not something that happens, that is or can be taken, without 

permission-. As a group, men’s legitimacy to complain about women feeling too 

liberated is affirmed by Ghana’s largely patriarchal cultural setup.  

 

Gendered Expectations in Educational Outcomes 

 

                                                           
This is perceived to be the proper way women should behave. 
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 As Mba’s earlier comment suggests, the fear of losing control over women is 

not taken lightly and, within the patriarchal context of Ghana, this is taken into 

consideration in formulating policies for women’s education. And it is in light of this 

that girl-child educational campaigns are strategic. Women are aware of these 

gendered expectations. The following conversation, which took place in one of the 

focus groups, between two female postgraduate students and a professional female 

lawyer (between the ages of 24-30) exemplifies this awareness.  

Yaa: 

 […] in terms of the example that you were giving in class [Yaa is referring to 

another participant who discussed the issue of women being silent in/during 

classroom discussions, etc.] […] first of all you are there at an age where most 

of your mates are married. You also want to get married hopefully someday, 

you think that other things are much more important [than talking a lot in 

class]. In fact you contribute better to your own future home if you attain 

higher education, but don’t forget that in those very small social settings, those 

are the places where you may also find your partners so you are also thinking, 

‘look, let me not present myself as somebody who will become a troublesome 

wife one day’ [laughter from the rest].  

Sakina:  

So what you are saying in effect is that because you are thinking of the 

potential suitors you may lose [in speaking out]…{interjection from Ama} 

Ama:  

That’s just some part of it...there are so many dimensions...[interjection from 

Yaa] 

Yaa:  

Exactly, even when you go to church, you are very careful.  

 

In this discussion, Yaa suggests that women modify their behaviour in social settings 

in order to present themselves as desirable ‘wife-material’ by not being outspoken in 

such settings. Women’s negotiations of their public interactions are based on their 

awareness of the perception that highly educated women are ‘know it alls’. 
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Ama’s interjection, however, points to a more complex social process at play 

in the classroom than the version Yaa gives. For instance, Yaa’s response 

homogenises the group of female students in a class – they are young, unmarried, 

wanting to get married and hoping to find a suitable partner in the particular 

classroom. In this way, she does not account for differences among women, for 

instance, those who are married, not interested in marriage or not looking for potential 

suitors. In this sense, Ama is speaking to larger societal power dynamics at play in 

classrooms. The gendered expectations of women with higher levels of education are 

not radically different from those who have not attained such education. In 

discussions with male postgraduate students between the ages of 25-30, participants’ 

concerns over women with higher levels of education mirrored those of the broader 

society. Accordingly, male participants had expectations of highly educated women to 

be ‘women’. For instance, the conversation below, between Kwaku and Kwame, 

sheds some insights on this. 

Kwaku:  

[…] with higher educated women as my colleagues have said, sometimes we 

expect them to influence positively their education in terms of changing the 

traditional terrain, but it’s rather becomes the inverse where now they are too-

known, now they know everything, they are in the position of fending for 

themselves and in a position of differentiating what is right from wrong and it 

becomes a problem, because I have that problem with my girlfriend. You say 

something and she retorts and I get so offended […] So sometimes the way 

they [women with high levels of education] portray what they have learnt to 

impact on society also counts. So they must look at various dynamics of 

portraying the education that they have received to the level at which society 

will accept. I have a practical example, I have a cousin who is also a graduate 

and one day we were having a conversation and she was like ‘I would like to 

have a son/child but I don’t want a husband’. And I asked her a question, ‘how 

then do you get a child if you don’t want a husband’? And she said she doesn’t 
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want to live in that kind of a slavery world where the husband will always be 

the boss and she has to be the subordinate […] you feel much more liberated 

so you don’t want any partnership with any man so you want to live in your 

own world so where lies the empowerment? That empowerment is not at the 

end to make them isolated from society and from men, but rather to involve 

them in relationship with men and society as a whole.  

 

Kwame:  

There are other factors too that we are not talking about, for example, 

marriage and childbearing […] You realise that the higher that you go on the 

academic level, the more years you will be taking [for school] so it will get to 

a point you realise that you need to give birth or you need to get married, get a 

family. Now it becomes an issue here. So most guys will tell you, whether the 

person is educated or not educated so there’s societal expectation [….] People 

are expecting you to get married, but then you also want to further your 

education, then it becomes a kind of dilemma for you as [whether to] marry or 

not to marry (FGD, 2010). 

As is clear from the discussion, the expectation that education will orient women 

towards reproductive labour in traditional ways is incredibly controversial and 

underscores most of the discourse on women’s education. Accordingly, a hint of 

deviation from this normative expectation leads men like Kwaku to conclude that 

actual empowerment has not taken place since ‘women are not giving back what 

society has given them’. 

   Similarly, in responding to whether she understands herself as a Ghanaian 

woman or whether she considers herself to have some kind of unique identity, Yaa 

explains her acceptance and understanding of her social location as an educated 

Ghanaian woman.  

Definitely, definitely, because we have the benefit of knowing our identity as 

women and then our identity as people who can also promote social change 

and all that. So we know that we are women, we know that and because of our 

reproductive system is, we are going to be bearing the children and all that. 
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And we are also proud of the fact that we are women that are going to be 

different from maybe our grandmothers and great grandmothers because we 

also have the added advantage of been educated so even the offspring that will 

come out of us will be different and will not face the same challenges that we 

are facing, or will be better equipped to face those challenges. So I think that 

our identity as Ghanaian women who are also educated is a bit more upscale, a 

bit more unique, much more so. We have become like multi-taskers […] we’ll 

also be able to bring something into the purse at home and be able to hold our 

head up and say look we are also doing our bit. We’ve been educated and we 

are going to work. 

 

Yaa speaks collectively for other Ghanaian women when she uses phrases like ‘we 

understand that as Ghanaian women ’. She also makes references to the collective 

past for Ghanaian women – ‘our grandmothers’. Here, there’s an indication of a 

shared cultural understanding of social positions and locations as women in a cultural 

context. She also affirms that education empowers women for reproductive roles in 

society.  

 

Intrinsic and Instrumental Benefits of Education to Women 

 Contrasting sharply with the views of the male participants, women 

participants discuss the value of their education in ways that diametrically contrast the 

expectations of ‘society’. For almost all of these women, education breaks down some 

social barriers for them. Therefore, discussions with regards to motivations and 

benefits of higher education for them centre on both the intrinsic and instrumental 

values of education.  

Mansa (a female postgraduate student between the ages of 25-30): 

 I believe they’ve said it all but for me the most important benefit that comes 

from education has to be giving you that ability to become an agent of change 

in your community. 
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Kasem:  

I think generally it was just a matter of the fact that I liked going after my 

grades, I had set   my own goals as to what I wanted in life- to excel. 

 

Ayoo (a female research consultant between the ages of 25-30): 

For me, I think [it’s because] my uncle was a mentor, he encouraged us to go 

beyond the first degree, even higher than that so for me that was actually what 

kept pushing me to go higher [in terms of education]. 

 

Fatimata (a female professional lawyer between the ages of 25-30):  

Similarly I always knew I wanted to be something either than having a first 

degree, but then it took me a while to get to be a lawyer. I think after giving 

birth to my kids, I decided I didn’t want to have more kids. I had time, I said ‘I 

can be a lawyer’. So it wasn’t a very conscious decision from my childhood, 

something happened and I said, why not do law? I wanted to be something 

either than be a first-degree holder. 

 

Elorm (a female professional lawyer between the ages of 35-40):  

I told myself that ‘wherever I am going, I want to be at the top’ [of whatever 

profession I chose]. That is what motivated me […].   

 

Daavi (a female professional lawyer between ages of 45-50):  

[…] for my part, I come from a rural community. And when I was young, I 

felt that I didn’t like the setting in which I was. I wanted to move out of that 

setting. Right from my childhood I was very dedicated and I knew that it was 

only education that was going to lift me from that setting to a different setting 

[…]. I wanted to mix with people who are knowledgeable, people who will 

[push me]. I wanted the good things of life and I felt in the village 

environment I couldn’t get them so I just made sure I was serious with my 

education and that was what lifted me out of the setting. 

 

Adoa (a female professional lawyer between the ages of 30-35):  

What really motivated me was that I was born on a university campus, my 

father was a lecturer, so my whole life I was surrounded by, you know, 
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students who are trying to make their lives better by getting into the field that 

they are really interested in. So at a very young age, I knew I would do a first 

degree. My father has a PhD. I knew I would have to go get there. And he 

motivated me a lot. He knew my strengths so he helped me out, to even 

choose law. So right from the start, the environment within which I lived, 

contributed a lot to where I am today because I was seeing people go to 

school, I was seeing university lecturers [...] 

Pogdaa: 

I think education empowers women, it opens your mind to a lot of things, 

because even if you decide to go to school and later on in life when you get 

married, decide to be a homemaker, stay at home and take care of your 

children, the way you handle your family would be better than someone who 

has not been to school at all. Now these days […] we are being advised that 

when you go to the shops you should be able to read labels and know which 

healthy foods to buy. If you don’t have education you won’t even consider 

[checking], you’ll buy anything and eat anything, give your family anything 

but if you’re conscious of healthy eating habits and all that it helps. These 

days the children in school are bringing homework that we didn’t use to do 

when we were in primary school. To be able to impart knowledge you should 

have a certain level of knowledge so I think education counts [a lot for 

women].   

Abiba (a female professional lawyer between the ages of 25-30): 

I think for me, it’s not just a single factor. First of all I always wanted to be a 

lawyer. So [a] university degree was a matter of course. […] Knowing that I 

like the fine things of life and you can only get that if you work and earn a 

certain amount of money so that was more of less it. 

 

These excerpts clearly suggest that for the majority of female participants, their 

desires for higher education had little to do with some utilitarian selfless desires to 

enhance the performance of assigned reproductive roles. They were following their 

dreams. They wanted to do things that would benefit them. They wanted opportunities 

that higher education would afford and in some cases to prove to themselves that they 
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could attain such heights. In this case, they saw themselves as ends in themselves. 

This is an important contrast with discourses around the benefits of women’s 

education for developmental benefits. Motivations aside, women also benefit from 

education in ways that increase their soft power - a crucial tool for empowerment and 

emancipation. Soft power in this case refers to social benefits of education for 

women’s own happiness and well-being, beyond the economic resources afforded 

them through education.  

Dede:  

You see, because I have a good job, a relatively good job and [being] 

relatively well paid, I don’t have to stress myself about a lot of things. I know 

that if I want to buy a flat screen TV today I can buy it […]. If you don’t have 

the means [to do these things], then you worry unnecessarily. Again, for me, I 

think that economic standing gives you sound social standing, for lack of a 

better word, that takes some stress from you because for example, if I come to 

visit you, you will know I’m not coming because of money so you will not 

treat me badly. So these are all things that come into play. Again, education 

puts you in that level that you are able to help [others]. That is very satisfying. 

It gives you that sense of worth, you are able to say, ‘I will pick this person up 

and mentor that person’ and it helps your self-dignity and determination, you 

know it gives you that glow in life. Your ability to be able to help others, gives 

you that glow. I have choice. It [education] gives you options. If you are 

educated for example you can go into the internet and stay for more than 10 

hours. Education opens a whole lot of doors for you, not to talk about the 

networks thing and [also] partnership.  Education gives you some kind of 

leverage that connects you, so for example I can pick up a phone and call a 

colleague and say ‘can you check my account for me’?  I can stand here and 

ask about my children’s health. So education gives you those kinds of 

connections. That is not to say that if you are not educated you are not able to 

[do those things] but education gives you that extra leverage to make life more 

comfortable. 

 

Awo  
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So yes, formal education is empowerment for both men and women but 

especially so for women because of the patriarchal situation we are in. It opens 

out certain avenues for you than if you didn’t have formal education. I mean 

you happen to work in places, meet people, at certain levels, that somebody 

else your age will not be there without that formal education. So you sort of 

get a bigger scope of engagement […].  

And when asked if education gave them the kind of power that they imagined, female 

research participants responded as follows:  

Afia:   

I think somehow yes. I think it has because there are certain things that   

education has enabled me to understand. One, that I can ‘fight’ for what I want 

and to [be able to] negotiate [for things that I want]. It is education that has 

taught me that. I can say yes, I can say no. It shouldn’t be always yes, even if I 

don’t want it so I think education has helped me a lot and just not the formal 

education as in the classroom education but also the extra education I’ve got in 

my human rights work, in the gender work, the trainings, those contributed a 

lot. 

 

Adwoa (women’s rights activist between the ages of 50-55 years):  

Yes I have reaped promises of education. First of all, formal education has 

provided me access to knowledge that has made it possible for me to 

understand the structured inequalities in our society and how it disadvantages 

women. For me also my work involves gender studies anyway, so you can see. 

And it’s been possible to do this through formal education.  Formal education 

also has given me the kind of job that makes it possible for me to earn an 

independent income and that independent income also means that I have 

independence also in my own family structure because I’m married but formal 

education in terms of a discipline that I pursue also means that continuously I 

don’t feel I’m inferior to anybody and it also allows me even in terms of a 

choice of a partner. 

 

Esi:  



 111 

For me, the benefits [of education] we could classify them in various forms, I 

will talk about the tangible ones as well as the intangible ones. The intangible 

ones, you could look at the satisfaction that it brings to me personally, 

something that you can’t really quantify […] if you are looking at Maslow’s 

theory of needs, […], it could be a form of self actualization […]. The respect 

that you command, you wouldn’t go throwing yourself about but then people 

would look up to you as a role model in the society and all that. I think these 

are the benefits that you get. You become a role model to people that you 

don’t even know of. You might never meet some of them, some of them might 

never tell you but then it is opportunity to also impact on the lives of others  

Mansa:  

I believe they’ve said it all but for me the most important benefit that comes 

from education has to be giving you that ability to become an agent of change 

in your community. 

 

A careful reading of these transcripts reveals that even these discussions of soft power 

benefits are expressed in ways that point to the communitarian contexts within which 

women conceptualise their experiences of education as beneficial to their wellbeing. 

For instance, the reference to being role models for others and impacting community 

positively point to the importance of public recognition of the value of education as 

realised by these women. Respect is also central in these conceptualisations -respect 

from community, from significant others and even strangers-. 

Kasem:  

The benefits, you see fulfilment, you are doing what you want to do, secondly   

the financial independence is worth it because you get, for those of us married, 

your partner sees you in a different light because you are not dependent on 

them [partners], you are also more confident of yourself because you know 

you can survive on your own, yea, but greatly, personal fulfillment. 

 Fatimata:  

For me it’s a couple of things. It like you feel liberated in a way, independent, 

emotionally, financially, [and] psychologically. In terms of financial you get 
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to earn money, when you have financial independence you have emotional 

independence too, like I’m not dead scared if my husband walks away, 

thinking of how I’m going to support myself and my children so it gives me 

that kind of security […]. You can be a leader when you’re educated, you 

don’t have to follow a trend or be led all the time, I mean you can stand up on 

your own and take decisions that are in your interest so I think for me that’s 

very important. I can be independent in any way I want to be with education. 

 

Clearly, the ability to negotiate and assert an independent space (as economically 

contributing partners with a capacity to evaluate options) in marriage for these women 

is facilitated by their having attained higher levels of education. 

 

Contextualizing Perceptions of Highly Educated women in Women’s Education 

Discourses 

  Despite the positive gains of women’s education, as discussed by participants 

in this study, negative perceptions and stereotypes of highly educated women tend to 

negatively impact women’s interests in higher education. As findings from this study 

show, highly educated women are negatively labelled, sometimes similarly with 

feminists, as ‘iron ladies’ ‘trouble-makers’ and ‘the I-know-my-rights-women’, 

whose enlightenment is perceived as detrimental to cultural values in society. For 

instance, the following excerpt from the male focus group discussion
54

 related to 

men’s concerns about women becoming ‘too liberated’ because of higher education. I 

pursued various issues raised with relation to concerns of women’s liberation from 

higher education. 

Doyo:   

                                                           
54

 As indicated earlier, this group was made up of male postgraduate students between the 

ages of 24-30 years old 
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[…] people are of the view that most ladies, when they are educated they don’t 

walk that kind of education, they just talk, they don’t walk that talk. In the 

sense that here’s the case you go to school, you’ve learnt things, they want 

some positive impact as my colleagues said. I can give you a very real life 

situation. Here’s a lady she didn’t do well but the father forced to take her to 

school [...] She comes back [and] when she’s asked to do laundry, she gives 

the clothes to the kid brother to go and wash [an indication that she’s now 

above doing laundry]. Already people have their notions, their perceptions [of 

educated women] so it’s about you proving them wrong […] but you come 

back [from university], your daddy talks to you in Twi
55

 and you reply in 

English
56

. You come back your dad asks you to take a plate for him she used 

the left [hand].
57

 You see, that kind of tradition.
58

 He asked her to come and 

cook and she says, ‘the gas is finished, I can’t use the charcoal, go and buy 

washing machine’ etc.
59

 You know that kind of thing, it becomes so obvious, 

the social change is so strange, so if you are able to kind of transcend that kind 

of education to the grassroots to the family, try and combine the two, I think 

that people don’t know the threshold, they don’t know how to combine the 

house and school. Because you should know that the school environment, the 

setting is different from the home environment, so you should know how to 

balance it. When you just want to come back and want to bring the school 

setting back to the house that is where the confusion starts. Oh Legon
60

 girl, 

this is what she’s doing etc. But when you come back and that politeness is 

still there, but you still stand your ground you will be able to balance it well, 
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 This is a local language spoken in the southern sector of the country 

56
 This is considered a rude way to speak to people since it is proof that one is a snobby 

know-it-all who is now too elitist to speak in the local language. 

57
 Using the left hand in Ghanaian parlance is considered disrespectful and a taboo in some 

instances especially where an elderly person is concerned. 

58
 Indicating a foreign (western) culture associated with modernity acquired by this woman 

from her university education. 

59
 Charcoal is juxtaposed here with gas for tradition and modernity respectively.  

60
 University of Ghana 
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then people kind of respect you.[…], but you come and the change is so 

obvious and they see it to be kind of foreign to them, they will always rebel. 

Kofi:  

But can I say that we shouldn’t just look at the change out of context. Maybe 

we isolate it to females alone because there’s a potential or probability that 

guys do the same thing. It is not just females going to school and coming back 

with different perceptions and attitudes and behaviours. It’s out there with the 

males as well. But my problem has always been the fact that we are quick to 

recognise those of the females’ and leave that of the males. There are boys 

who will do the same thing; there are boys who will come back with different 

haircuts etc. […] A lot of girls do change, but that is not exclusive to the 

feminine gender when they get highly educated. 

Doyo:  

I think the point here is liberation and how we take it as society […] I think 

change itself, always is one constant within society, should be approached 

gradually if you want the desired effect on society […] Women’s 

empowerment is very good because at the end of the day women should also 

participate in decision-making, because I know statistically that they even 

form a greater percentage of our nation. But then within society it’s a different 

thing altogether. How do you we get society to accept that role of women’s 

empowerment? Women have to progressively seek for rights, seek for 

empowerment within society […] you [women] know everything, [anything] 

your husband says you want to contradict and all, it shouldn’t be that way. It 

should really be about sharing, caring and having that consensus. Men have to 

come to that point also, the point that women are people who have rights and 

people who are just like them. But then, within our traditional context I feel 

women should approach this kind of thing strategically and also know about 

the traditional roles because if it is forced, it might just bounce back because 

power is very good and every one would want to hold on to it. 

Kwaku:  

I also feel women think they have like been punished for long and then this 

kind of revenge in their minds so and they strive to get education to a higher 

level whereby they try to fight back against men and society and even among 

our colleagues [female school colleagues] you sometimes see that it’s that 
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kind of revenge attitude like ‘ok now we [females] are all in the same level of 

education so we have that power and sometimes even we have it more than 

you’ […] the trend of empowerment has been forced solely unto women.  

The above exchange between participants in this focus group highlights various key 

elements with regards to perceptions of highly educated women in Ghana. Key among 

these is the perception that ‘these women’ come back from school/university radically 

changed and elitist. They no longer respect traditional customs, instead, they 

introduce foreign western traditions to their societies. As Doyo emphatically stated 

above, it is expected that women be able to combine education with tradition and 

‘transcend’ their education to the grass-root level and know the differences between 

the school environment and the home environment and the different social 

expectations of each. For Doyo and Kwaku, change, the one wrought by women’s 

education, has to be gradual. Women have to know ‘their place’ and remain ‘polite’ 

despite their levels of education. In other words, the ideal desirable woman is one 

whose level of education does not affect the socio-cultural expectation that she will 

remain submissive and polite.  

 Moreover, as Kofi counters above, there are clear double standards in the 

different expectations of male and female university students returning to their 

communities. This speaks broadly to the differential expectations for Ghanaian male 

and females as far as social change is concerned, radical social changes initiated by 

educated women are more likely to be resisted and perceived as the undesirable 

consequences of women’s liberation.  Women’s education is therefore expected to 

reinforce the status quo and positively influence patriarchal values in society. 

 The age range and educational attainments of this focus group puts them in the 

‘modern man’
61

 category in Ghana. This is the group that is considered, in Ghana, to 
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 I am using modern here as per common Ghanaian parlance to refer to contemporary man. 
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be more accepting of western social change and therefore of women’s liberation, 

more so than their older counterparts. Accordingly, the ‘modern man’ in Ghana 

considers himself a global citizen who accepts women’s empowerment and desires an 

educated wife. However, as is clear from the focus group discussions and 

corroborated by many informal conversations in the field, men are uncomfortable 

with certain levels of education that confront and threaten their authority as ‘natural 

heads’ of households. Such patriarchal discourses and attitudes are deep-seated. As 

the discussions of this focus group unfolded, it was clear that what these participants 

would like to see in women is the type of education that makes them ‘desirable’, not 

uncontrollable wives and partners. They would not like to have their authority as men 

challenged. They are also unwilling to relinquish male power and authority. 

 The literature on women’s education in Africa unambiguously point to these 

deep-seated notions of women’s education as hampering women’s fight for equal 

access to education and equity. However, the literature is almost silent on how the 

attainments of higher levels of education impacts the choice of partners or rather how 

potential suitors evaluate educated partners in the light of their fear for loss of power 

and privilege. In other words, higher education impacts women’s chances of marriage 

and how women navigate this in a society where marriage remains one of the main 

status markers. Thus, the reproductive element of women’s lives, though not 

deterministic, is central to women’s agency. Women participants
62

 discuss the various 

ways they negotiate their lives with relation to their perceived threat to the patriarchal 

status-quo. 

Afia:  

So the point is that if you are educated, you will not like to do certain things 

that people who are not educated will do. And you would also like to state 
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 These are the same participants discussed earlier in the chapter. 
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your mind. You want to say it as it is, you want to state your mind […], when 

you do that, they term it “too known”. You are arrogant, you don’t respect, 

and especially when you are married, they think you are taking your husband’s 

position because your husband is supposed to be the head […] If you are 

educated, the highly educated women, I must say they have some respect, 

people admire them for the fact that you are a woman and you’ve been able to 

get that far, but when it comes to issues about taking decisions about yourself 

and standing up for yourself, then it becomes a problem […] So the idea is 

that you should always submit, you should always submit and behave like the 

way they train us, that a lady should be calm, gentle, respectful and that sort of 

thing. 

Kasem:  

For me, I think one of the biggest challenges is to be very careful if you are an 

educated female and especially if you are vocal. For me, one of the challenges 

is how to be very careful to avoid being put into that box, because as soon as 

you get pushed into that box, no matter how sensible whatever you’re saying 

is, it is interpreted in different light (FGD, 2010). 

Faati:  

[…] education will definitely make you vocal and society has tagged women 

to be quiet. You want to express yourself, you start making noise, educated 

women are tagged as Iron ladies, career women and all that. […] It is just in a 

few instances that some have positive perceptions of women in terms of 

education, but majority of the society, the people in Ghana are not really 

educated and what they know is that you shouldn’t be vocal, you should be 

quiet, you should be timid […] It is one of the minuses that hinders women 

from getting a husband. In my office, the men there, the married men there, 

they tag those of us who are trying to attain higher education as career women 

and then they will be making fun [of us].‘Ei,
63

 you go and marry a career 

woman who will want to be a par with you. Why would I want to go and 

marry such a woman?’ ‘Ei, are you the one who married me or I married 
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 ‘Ei’ is a Ghanaian mannerism used commonly to express surprise or express concern 
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you?
64

’ And a lot of men have that believe and a lot of women have not gotten 

to the point to say that ‘fine, this is what I want to do not [what] society 

[wants]’. ‘Fine my parents are saying that if I’m not married it’s even a 

disgrace to the family so why then should I then lower my chances of 

marriage by going to attain my masters? I wouldn’t do it. Let me get married 

first, when the babies come, society will say that you are now a proper 

woman, now that I’m a proper woman, I can now go ahead to do other things’ 

(FGD, 2010). 

 

Esi:  

Unfortunately, in our society, [for] the educated women, it gets to a point that 

if you’re not even married, even the degree or qualification that you hold is 

even put into question because it’s assumed that morally, you have very weak 

morals or low morals so even the qualification that you hold [is questioned].  

Or perhaps because you have weak morals you attained it through your weak 

morals. So it gets to a point that not being [affects] your reputation as a 

woman (FGD, 2010). 

 

Mansa:  

To add to what my sister just said, for me I will pick it from the point of the 

society’s perception of these women. You [educated woman] are seen as 

somebody who is too strong-willed, somebody who is arrogant, somebody 

who is proud, simply because you have succeeded as a woman. The society 

sees your success as a sign of arrogance, a sign of pride and at every point in 

time, they will want to have that opportunity to hit back at you for just 

succeeding and for some people who are not really strong, they can’t really 

stand these kinds of pressures and tend to shy away [from pursuing higher 

education] (FGD, 2010). 
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 Traditionally, men marry women by paying a bride wealth. Women are therefore the 

‘passive subjects’ on whom the marriage action happens, in this sense. Along with being the 

active participants in this process is also the connotation that they are leaders and heads of 

households whose authority cannot be challenged especially by people they marry. 
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Participants’ strategies of avoiding labelling, or coping with it by creating much 

needed social space to positively impact their communities, point to the ways in 

which women’s agency is mediated by socio-cultural constraints and expectations. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Findings from this study substantiate earlier ones on the subject of women’s 

education in sub-Saharan Africa. There are overwhelming socio-economic and 

cultural barriers militating against women’s education, but especially higher 

education in Ghana. The enormous pressures women face in education are brought up 

in these discussions, even women as privileged as my participants speak strongly to 

the immense challenges Ghanaian women face in accessing education. While these 

women now occupy a privileged status in the society because of the higher levels of 

education they have attained, many of them started out from humble backgrounds 

similar to the situation for many other women in Ghana. Their stories are varied and 

speak to the variegated experiences of women’s education in Ghana. For instance, 

while some participants had supportive families who both encouraged them to pursue 

higher education and provided the needed financial support for such an endeavour, 

others had to fight harder for those opportunities or were lucky to benefit from some 

educational policy in one way or another. As participants intimate throughout this 

study, many participants did petty trading to enable them pay their way through 

school, especially at the tertiary levels. This notwithstanding, an important point this 

study makes in relation to the literature on women’s education is that irrespective of 

class and other factors, women as a group are subject to similar discourses of 

marginalization with regards to leadership and education in the public sphere.   
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The prevailing socio-cultural expectation for women to put their reproductive 

role functions above educational and higher socio-economic gains create conflict and 

cognitive dissonance for women interested in pursuing higher education. Women 

pursuing higher levels of education in Ghana have to put up with various challenges 

beyond tangible material scarcity. In particular, the notion that women’s higher 

education is antithetical to their socially ascribed roles in the reproductive labour 

realm in society. As findings show, most women with higher levels of education still 

regard their reproductive roles as just as important as their desires for higher socio-

economic achievement and go to great lengths to balance these desires.  

I argue that, based on these findings, women’s desire for respect and 

recognition of their voices and achievements leads to efforts to dispel prevailing 

negative notions of highly educated women.  
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Chapter 6 

(En)Gendering Africa’s Triple Heritage: Women, Religion and Postcolonial  

Ghana  

 

Introduction 

This chapter draws on field observations and interviews in discussing how 

female participants’ beliefs and biblical knowledge provide leverage to deconstruct 

both traditional socio-cultural ideologies on women’s subservience and challenge 

conventional patriarchal interpretations of the Bible that reinforce prevailing notions 

of women’s subordination. For these participants, a deeper understanding of Christian 

doctrine
65

 strengthens their resolve to advocate gender equality since they experience 

Christianity as a liberating process. Since religion and matters of spirituality impact 

the psyche so deeply, it is an important area of examination as far as decolonization 

projects and empowerment in the postcolony are concerned. 

 

Africa’s Triple Heritage: Legacies of Trade and Colonial Relations  

Religion was perhaps one of the most contentious spheres of colonial 

domination. Indubitably the imposition, or acceptance, of colonizers’ religious beliefs 

and practices in colonial sub-Saharan African societies played a significant role in 

entrenching and legitimizing imperialism (Mbembe, 2001). The religious encounter 

between Africans and Christian missionaries did not occur in a vacuum since 

traditional African societies were already inherently and ubiquitously religious 

(Gyekye, 1997; Mbiti, 1970; Busia, 1967).
66

  Mbiti (1970) for instance speaks of 
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 This chapter does not deal with any one church doctrine per se. I draw attention, however, 

to how women mostly in Pentecostal charismatic churches use the liberation theology to 

advance the course of gender equality.    

66
 The religion they discuss here is the African Traditional Religion. This is an indigenous 

belief system or set of beliefs that characterize African traditional societies.  
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Africans as being “…notoriously religious, [where] each people has its own religious 

system with a set of beliefs and practices. Religion permeates into all the departments 

of life so fully that it is not easy or possible to isolate it” (p.1). Mbiti further boldly 

asserts that, “in traditional life, there are no atheists” (p.30). Similarly, Busia 

characterizes Africa’s pre-colonial cultural heritage as “… intensely and pervasively 

religious” (p.1) and intricately intertwined such that it is impossible “in traditional 

African society to distinguish between religious and nonreligious areas of life. All life 

was religious” (Busia, 1967, p.7, in Gyekye, 1997, p.27). While African traditional 

religious practices vary significantly across ethnic groupings, they share a common 

belief in a hierarchy of the supernatural as follows: supreme God, nature Gods, 

ancestral Spirits and Lesser Gods. As far as gender is concerned, it is difficult to 

determine the extent to which indigenous belief systems impacted gender 

stratification in pre-colonial societies, especially since religion was organised along 

kinship and family lines. Given the plurality of God and spirit in traditional social 

structures, there are both male and female Gods and spirits. Subsequently, different 

spiritual messengers or priests/priestesses take charge of different aspects of 

traditional worship and sacrifice. For instance, the God of fertility might have a 

female priestess in one community and a male priest in another. This not 

withstanding, various inimical socio-religious and cultural practices give inkling to 

gender inequality and female subservience in pre-colonial societies. For instance there 

are widespread practices of widowhood rites throughout the country. This is where a 

widow is compelled to undergo certain rituals upon the death of her husband as part 

of the funeral rites for the departed. Men do not do this.  In addition, in parts of the 

Volta region, a form of female slavery linked to ancient religious practices, persists to 

this day despite laws banning the practice. This is where female virgins (mostly 
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children) are given to shrines to atone for misdeeds of family members in the past or 

as payment for religious services provided to family members.
67

  

The introduction of Christianity in Ghana
68

 significantly altered social life for 

indigenous peoples. Not only were traditional Gods demeaned as inferior to the 

supreme God of the missionaries, this God could be approached directly through 

prayer, led by his own appointed priests who happened to be white males – at the 

time. As Adu-Boahen observes,  

the entire European intervention during the colonial period was based on the 

assumption that, to bring about development, African culture had to be 

modified if not destroyed altogether. Since African culture was so intricately 

intertwined with religion, it is easy to see how a European colonial policy 

could clash violently with some of the tenets and practices in African 

traditional religion, which underpinned African society. These included belief 

in spirits, supernatural forces, Gods and cults, witchcraft, sorcery, sacrifices, 

rituals, taboos, veneration of ancestors, and ceremonies of rites of passage 

such as naming ceremonies, initiation rights [sic-rites] and customs associated 

with deaths and burials (1990, p. 217).  

 

Indigenous African converts to Christianity received literacy training and some 

formal education from missionary schools. In addition to contact with Christian 

missionaries, trade relations in the colonial era also brought indigenous Ghanaians 

into contact with Islamic traders and clerics. With regards to Islamic influences in 

traditional societies, Adu-Boahen (1990) observes a big difference in the proselytizing 

strategies of Islamic and Christian missionaries. Islamic clerics, unlike their Christian 

counterparts, co-existed peacefully with traditional religions and practices by not 
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 See Amen, R.K. (1998). Trokosi (Child Slavery) in Ghana, a Policy Approach. In Ghana 

Studies I, p. 35-62; Boaten, Abayie B. (2001). The Trokosi System in Ghana: Discrimination 

Against Women and Children. In Apollo, R. (ed.), African Women and Children: Crisis and 

Response Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 91–103. 

 
68

 The first catholic missionaries were said to have arrived in Ghana with Portuguese traders 

in the late 15
th
 century  

http://books.google.com/books?id=mX0_Z3-yThUC&pg=PA91&dq=%22The+Trokosi+System+in+Ghana:+Discrimination+Against+Women+and+Children%22&hl=en&ei=Yg03TYiVA4SKlweLqrigAw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=1&ved=0CC8Q6AEwAA#v=onepage&q=%22The%20Trokosi%20System%20in%20Ghana%3A%20Discrimination%20Against%20Women%20and%20Children%22&f=false
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interfering with them and sometimes adopting some aspects of African traditional life. 

On the other hand, Christian missionaries practiced exclusivity. They set up and lived 

in their own communities and forcefully rejected tenets of traditional religion.  

The combined influences of Christianity, Islam and traditional African belief 

led to what has been described as Africa’s triple heritage in the postcolonial era 

(Nkrumah, 1964; Mazrui, 1986). Nkrumah proposes a “philosophical consciencism 

[as] the theoretical basis for an ideology whose aim shall be to contain the African 

experience of [Arab] Islamic and Euro-Christian presence as well as the experience of 

traditional African society, and by gestation, employ them for the harmonious growth 

and development of that society” (Nkrumah, 1964, p. 23). African countries and 

societies, while negotiating global imperial capitalist development agendas, are also 

engaged in a process of containing potential uneasy tensions between different 

religious groups in the postcolonial era.
69

 On the whole, however, these tensions in 

Ghana have not degenerated into serious conflict and for the most part one can argue 

that there’s a peaceful co-existence of the three religions.
70
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 Here, I am referring to incidents of confrontations that occur frequently between some 

Christians and traditional African believers in Ghana. Christians commonly publicly 

denounce and condemn African traditional practices. 

70
 I discussed at length, Ghana’s socio-cultural and political landscape in the introductory 

chapter to this dissertation. In it, I discuss the co-existence and relationship among the three 

traditions/religions in Ghana.  
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The Rise of Independent African Churches and the Prosperity Gospel in Ghana: 

A Metaphor for Africa’s PostColony 

Over the last three decades, charismatic Christianity has risen in prominence 

in Ghana and sub-Saharan Africa in general.
71

 There has been a proliferation of what 

is known as African Independent Churches or Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches 

(Soothil, 2010). Researchers note that these churches are attractive to Africans 

because they  

They seemed to offer a more "authentic," Africanized version of Christianity 

than do the presumably Western-oriented mainline churches. An important 

point worth noting here is that current Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches 

(PCCs) appear to derive their mass appeal at least partly from propagating a 

"complete break with the past" (Meyer 1998a; cited in Meyer, 2004, p. 448).  

 

As discussed later, this “complete break with the past” rhetoric gives women’s rights 

leaders the power to challenge orthodox interpretations of the Bible that entrench 

notions of women’s subservience in society. The emergence of PPCs is also an 

important paradigmatic shift in Christianity in the African context. This shift is 

characterized by the move from missionary type proselytism, which included a focus 

on developmental projects
72

, to what is now generally referred to as the prosperity 

gospel/theology. This theology overwhelmingly focuses on the fact that financial 

prosperity and well-being are blessings from God for his faithful. This doctrine also 

advocates individual empowerment (spiritual and physical), with emphasis on living 
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 This does not imply that mainline churches, such as the Catholic Church, have waned in 

prominence in Ghana. Orthodox churches are still vibrant and still have a large following in 

the country. This is especially the case in rural areas. However, I focus on the new 

Pentecostal churches because of their use of the liberation theology which participants refer 

to. In addition, these churches have dominated the media landscape in the country. 

72
 Here, I am referring mostly to the building of schools and health facilities that mainline 

churches (Catholic, Anglican, Presbyterian and Methodist) are known for in Ghana. These 

orthodox churches still provide these services to various communities.  
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well, happily and wealthily.
73

 An important point worth noting, in relation to 

women’s individual rights, is that the emphasis on the individual (that is, salvation as 

an individual pursuit) not the collective in this new mode of proselytizing introduces a 

western individual libertarian custom/attitude to the African Christian faithful. With 

its focus on the individual, the prosperity gospel in Ghana, especially, continues to 

erase traditional social arrangements that foster communalism and collective 

endeavours. Furthermore, this theology challenges believers to take charge of their 

destinies and demand their rights as God’s children. It is important to note that this 

doctrine views poverty and sickness as inconsistent with God’s plans for his children. 

Subsequently, successful recruitment of members into these churches depends to a 

large extent on convincing potential members of the prowess of the head/lead pastor 

to intercede successfully on behalf of members to resolve various health, socio-

economic and cultural problems. Accordingly, there are television and media 

advertisements on prayer conventions and miracle services by various pastors from 

various churches.  

During fieldwork, I watched many a television show where so-called powerful 

men of God miraculously made women pregnant. As an unmarried woman at the time 

of conducting field research, I was urged severally by people to go and see men of 

God to help me secure a husband. This experience of being urged to seek spiritual 

help is widespread and was discussed at some length by participants. In addition to 

this, I had an interesting encounter with one of my participants who took me through 

the charismatic conversion ritual after an interview. This participant self-identifies as 

a radical nationalist feminist and a staunch born-again Christian who finds no 

contradiction in her secular activism for women’s rights and her Christian beliefs. 
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 Field observations  
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While the familiar question of whether or not I believed in God did not surprise me, I 

was quite unprepared for the almost one hour long discussion on becoming a born-

again Christian that followed. In particular, this participant cautioned me against 

becoming an atheist or seeing religion as a tool for the oppression of women because 

of my academic pursuits. In later correspondence with one of my research participants 

on a new project that she has started, I was reminded of the strength activists draw 

from their faith in God in doing very difficult and sometimes life-threatening work.  

[…] Sometimes, it is very discouraging [doing women’s rights advocacy 

work].  I have received so many anonymous threats on my life including 

threats from my own [mentions name of ethnic group] people.  In this [names 

specific project] reform launch, I had a good bashing from both the clergy and 

laity from the [name of geographical location].  Sometimes, people will phone 

into my [radio] program and insult me for changing tradition but once I know 

that it helps many more people to live better, I depend on God for his 

protection (email correspondence, 2011).
74

 

 

On the whole, the deeply personal belief systems of research participants who use 

their religious beliefs as basis for women’s rights activism disrupts the popular notion 

that religion is for people who hardly question their faith, the status quo or find 

women’s sexual rights advocacy at loggerheads with their faith. It is partly in this way 

that western feminist readings of African women’s rights and empowerment issues 

may miss crucially insightful and confusing legacies that make for a postmodern 

understanding/contextualisation of women’s rights advocacy issues.  
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 I received permission from the participant to include this part of her email transcript in my 

work (given that it was not part of our initial agreement and was received after field data 

collection phase of the project was completed). I have, in accordance with keeping her 

information confidential, removed identifying labels and words from the correspondence. I 

must note that this was an emotional email exchange. The project continues to cause much 

controversy in the part of the country in which it has been launched. It is thus a highly volatile 

issue.  
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Reconciling Religious Empowerment with Women’s Rights  

 

As noted above, a conspicuous characteristic of the charismatic church scene 

is its main constitution of female members. Women are very active in organizing 

events and activities for their churches and can be described as the foundations on 

which many of these churches thrive. On the whole, there are uncountable numbers of 

women’s groups and organizations within churches, both orthodox and charismatic.  

As indicated above, it is no accident that pastors cater to women’s ‘needs’ in their 

preaching and in the conventions they organize. Women’s groups in churches are 

autonomously organized and operated by women, sometimes under the overall 

leadership of the lead pastor’s wife. In addition to the church spaces, the market 

sphere
75

 is the other public space in Ghana with an overwhelmingly visible female 

presence. In fact, unlike the church where women’s leadership is still subordinate to 

male leadership, the market constitutes a power zone for women, complete with 

market queens who dominate and control the affairs of the market.  

 Discussing the social implications of women’s leadership and Christian 

religious beliefs on gender relations in Ghana, Soothill’s (2010) analyses of gender 

discourses of women in charismatic evangelical churches in Ghana contends that 

[…] the structures which create and sustain the ‘First Lady’ of the charismatic 

movement in Ghana are similar in many ways to the structures of state 

feminism through which a female elite benefit from the patronage of the First 

Lady of politics. In both politics and charismatic Christianity it is not clear 

that ordinary women are empowered by or benefit from the same networks of 

patronage. When drawing conclusions about the empowering role of the 

charismatic churches, therefore, it is necessary to recognize the differences 
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between born-again women so that the experiences of the majority are not 

misrepresented by the minority experiences of a female elite (p. 90). 

 

While agreeing largely with Soothill’s assertion that women’s prominent leadership 

positions in churches should not be misconstrued to imply emancipation for all 

women , and with the fact that women’s experiences of empowerment in leadership 

positions in churches should be noted as tokenistic , I argue that Soothill 

underestimates the potential of the visibility of women in these spaces in a 

predominantly male dominated society in engendering social change. With women’s 

leadership accepted in a sphere where male leadership had been institutionalized as 

natural, it helps to erode deep-seated beliefs about women’s inferiority to males as far 

as leadership goes. I argue that, while visibility is not synonymous with positive 

social transformation in gender relations, it opens up spaces of possibilities and 

dialogue for future entry of females into zones otherwise reserved for males in the 

Ghanaian society. 

The visibility of women in leadership in charismatic churches raises questions 

over the extent to which the church space provides an alternative zone for women’s 

empowerment, a controversial space nonetheless given the institutionally patriarchal 

nature of Christianity (Oduyeye, 2004). Additionally, it disrupts taken-for-granted 

notions of women’s inferiority as far as leadership is concerned. However, it is not 

clear that these positive changes in these charismatic churches will transform 

Christian conservative beliefs on women’s sexual rights. This is an especially 

important consideration given that the Catholic Church
76

 is still an influential force on 
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women’s sexual rights the world over. The Vatican, for instance, is notorious for its 

conservative stance on contraceptive use and abortion (Walker, 1999). It also opposed 

both the Beijing Conference of 1995 and the Maputo Protocol for women’s rights in 

Africa on grounds that they supported women’s reproductive rights. Thus, the Church 

endorses a traditional view of women as child bearers. The church’s ideological 

opposition to women’s liberation, especially as it relates to sexual and reproductive 

rights, is paradoxical to its contribution to women’s education in the country.
77

  

  While education has enabled women to independently analyse biblical texts 

and participate in a liberation theology that ‘completely breaks with the past,’ the 

question of how scholars might effectively separate religious emancipation of women 

from socio-cultural and political emancipation is worth re-echoing here. In other 

words, “how [do we] incorporate and analyse spiritual forms of power with political 

and economic ones, and how [do we] understand the relationship of spirituality to the 

production, reproduction, and transformation of gender relations among women, 

among men, and between men and women?” (Hodgson, 2005; cited in Soothill, 2010, 

p.97). Exploring this dilemma will provide insights on how empowerment discourses 

are shaped by personal belief systems that impact women’s rights advocacy in the 

country.  

 In her article, examining Christianity and women’s liberation in development, 

Bridget Walker (1999) cautions that development practitioners and scholars need to 

be aware of the dual and reinforcing impact of religion on women’s liberation and 

domestication. She suggests that churches offer safe spaces for women because they 

are some of the few places where women can freely congregate. In furtherance of this, 

women’s organizations in churches have traditionally provided emotional and 
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financial support to individual members in times of crises. Various vocational training 

projects are routinely organised by women’s groups to equip women with skills to 

enable them eke out a living.
78

 Nonetheless, it is important to note that these 

empowering practices do not occlude the fact that there are still social expectations 

for women to be submissive and to perform reproductive labour. However,  as 

discussed below, participants in the study challenged the biblical basis of gender 

inequality, often pointing to passages in the Bible that actually uphold the equal status 

of males and females.  

Made in His Image: Challenging Gender Inequality Biblically 

 

Participant Dede, who is not only a women’s rights activist in the secular 

world but also a prominent women’s rights leader in her church, believes that women 

should opt to go to more ‘open-minded’ churches that do not hold onto dogmatic 

beliefs of women’s subservience in society 

 I, from day one, have made things clear that I am equally made as a man in 

the church and from day one I have held high positions in any church I have 

been to. For me, I have no issues with religion. All the churches that I have 

been to have been very open churches. Maybe my role there has also 

contributed because I have always made it clear that women have a role to 

play and they have an important contribution to make to the growth of the 

church. The only problem has been women availing themselves for some 

positions. For example for many a time I have been encouraged to go into 

pastoralization. Any other woman says that’s not what she wants to do, so 

you’ll end up with nobody/woman in the church (Dede, II, 2010). 
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 For instance, I attended various workshops on craft and bead making and at a later age, on 

fertility and health as an aspiring Christian mother in my church as young girl.  These 

workshops were organized by the Christian mothers association in my church diocese and I 

attended these together with my mother. This was part of the socialization process for young 

Christian girls and women. These kinds of training workshops are still very common among 

Christian church groups in Ghana.  
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Clearly, for someone like Dede who identifies as a feminist, her positions in the 

church provide another opportunity to do activist work within a religious framework. 

While we cannot generalize her experiences of empowerment to other women, the 

fact that her occupation of such influential positions impacts positively on gender 

equality should not be downplayed under any circumstances. It needs to be 

underscored that Dede and other leaders in the charismatic churches would not have 

been leaders without the help of other socio-economic leverages such as education 

and good paying jobs. Dede’s feminist beliefs find support in biblical belief and, as 

such, she finds no reason to dissociate from Christianity. The caution she gives is that 

some churches are progressive while others are conservative.  

Similarly, Naapoga disagrees with generally held notions that the Bible 

provides a basis for gender discrimination as far as leadership is concerned. Speaking 

to experiences of losing an election for a leadership position in college, to a male 

colleague, Naapoga finds support from the Bible to challenge traditional notions of 

gender inequality.  

When the votes were cast, I lost, by a small margin. Most of the men were 

saying, ‘you know, we would have voted for you but you know because you 

are a girl’. And that again frustrated me because I didn’t see why a girl should 

not be able to lead just because they are girls. So all these statements and 

experiences […] there’s that kind of bitterness about how you are treated 

because you are a girl […] from a Christian perspective, God created us all as 

his children so I don’t see [inequality] it [the Bible] says he made us both man 

and woman in his own image. So if I am a Christian why should anyone see 

me different and treat me ill, treat me badly? (Naapoga, II, 2010) 

 

Clearly, Naapoga draws inspiration and authority from the liberation theology that the 

Bible provides to fight against oppression and discrimination. This does not mean that 
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Naapoga is unaware of the selective biblical interpretations to justify gender 

inequality. Nevertheless, like Dede, she firmly believes that one can counter this with 

in-depth knowledge of the Bible.  

[…] They will quote the Bible in the wrong way and so if you don’t know a 

lot in the Bible to counteract what they are telling you, you just end up [being 

misled]. And I find that a lot of gender advocates think that the Bible is a 

contributory factor [to gender inequality] but when I have gone through it, I 

find that there are so many strong statements [in support of gender equality], 

such that if anybody claims to be a Christian, a good Christian, there should be 

no differentiation between man and woman. The Bible is very very clear on 

that. People will only quote out of context and they will quote the wrong 

passage to the wrong people who don’t know what else has been said. 

 

Pogdaa, a Catholic, is also a devoted women’s rights advocate who understands the 

contradictory effects of Christianity on women’s empowerment. In her analysis of the 

impact of religion on gender equality, Pogdaa speaks to structural issues in religion’s 

marginalization of women.  

[…] there are a lot of people who believe that religion doesn’t do much, like it 

doesn’t support gender equality and empowerment. But I think to some extent 

it does […]. Women played a lot of important roles in Christianity but you 

realize that because we had more men being educated than women, for 

instance you have more men writing the Bible and things like that. So I think 

that it’s something that is just deeper than why can’t women do this and I 

think that at some point you realize that people are not too sure about what 

limitations to give to women and what allowances to give to women. So it’s a 

big issue, it’s really a big issue. I don’t know how it can be solved but it’s 

quite difficult [...].  

 

Esi, in a focus group discussion of women between the ages of 24-30, takes up culture 

as the main problem hindering women’s liberation as sanctioned by the Bible  
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[…] instead of rather living what the Bible says and then perhaps finding those 

aspects of our culture that are tuned with the biblical teaching, we rather try 

and let the Bible teaching fit into our cultural system […]. Biblically, I don’t 

think we should be having these problems if you ask me. Created he both male 

and female and God saw that Adam needed a helper, if somebody is the 

helper, you don’t look down on somebody who is coming to help you because 

if you need a helper then it presupposes that you can’t do the thing on your 

own, you need that person to reach the goal that you want to attain. And then 

secondly, when you look on Galatians, the book of Galatians, you start right 

from chapter 2, then you look at what was going on with the early church 

when some of the Jews tried to bring in the Jewish custom into the gentile 

church, and Paul had to stand up and say that we are no longer under that law, 

but then we are under, our main focus is Christ, in him crucified, in him 

resurrected […] That same thing fit into our society now, we are still under the 

law, the Ghanaian law
79

 where the woman is supposed to do this, do that, do 

that, if not, you’re not considered who a woman should be . 

 

By situating the problem of an African theology that brings in its ‘negative’ and 

‘backward’ cultural worlds into biblical teachings, Esi reaffirms the biblical notion 

that Jesus brought emancipation and liberation to the faithful, liberating them from the 

past. For Esi, then, the Bible is a progressive instrument that contains provisions for 

women’s liberation. The problem for her lies with the African cultural context that is 

not progressive enough to deal with the changing roles of women. Esi’s contribution, 

however, still dwells on the conservative paradigm of seeing women as ‘helpmates’ to 

males. In other words, she does not necessarily question the hierarchy and role 

assignment in the Bible, what she questions is the traditional cultural practice that she 

believes has total disregard for women. In another focus group, Kasem talks about the 
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Christian ideal of the helpmate and how that influences discourses of ‘the good 

woman’  

The good Christian wife is a submissive wife who respects her husband and 

sees her husband as the lord and who doesn’t have any interests on her own 

except the interests of her children and then her husband. So the good 

housekeeper, that is the ideal Christian wife, Christian woman. 

 

 To complete this section, I present an excerpt from a focus group discussion with a 

group of four lawyers on Christian religion and gender equality:  

Adjoa:  

I think it all comes down to knowing who you are because even Christianity 

teaches you to know who you are, the Bible tells you that you’re fearfully and 

wonderfully made so if I’m fearfully and wonderfully made, then God took his 

time to make me who I am so another person cannot make me think less of 

myself than I am, but that does not take away our role and responsibility as 

Christians that if the Bible tells me that I am a wife, and I’m supposed to 

submit to my husband that doesn’t take away, the fact that I’m a lawyer, the 

fact that I have my individuality doesn’t take away the fact that I’m supposed 

to submit because it’s a role that is, how do you call it, runs into another role, 

the man has a role to play, he is supposed to love you as Christ loved the 

church, giving himself for it so if I submit, he will love me and if a man loved 

me, like Christ loved the church, you can just imagine how Christ loved the 

church and gave himself for it, look at all that he had to go through so if a man 

is loving me when I’m submitting, it presupposes that he would not disrespect 

me, he would not treat me badly, he would provide for the home, he would 

take care of me, he would honour me as I do my part by submitting […]. God 

sees all of us as equal because he created us in his image and likeness, male 

and female, created us the same so he doesn’t expect you to say, because this 

one is a woman, she should be trampled upon […]. No, I think that 

Christianity should rather help us to know who we are, to be proper 

individuals to give people the respect we require of them and well […] 

Elorm:   
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I have a different opinion all together. I think Christianity is rather not helping 

us to achieve our gender equality and empowerment because most of the 

pastors and the people don’t tell us the truth, they just take a portion of the 

Bible and capitalize on it and say a whole lot of things, like this 

submissiveness, people think because we have to submit, you have to submit 

in totality…[interjection] 

Abiba:  

Sometimes I ask, what does that mean? 

Elorm:   

Yes! What does that mean? They don’t understand, so they think they have to 

submit in totality so everything ‘oh you get out there, they say submit to your 

husband and you want to do this and want to do that [ …], and even in the 

churches the Christians are frustrating their fellow Christians. For example, 

I’m a Christian, if you want to go in for political something [stand for political 

office], people will discourage you, they will say, eii, as a Christian, can you 

do this. You, you’ll leave your house and go on a campaign trail […] 

Adjoa:   

I agree with you, what you are saying is very practical. It’s happening. But 

what I am saying is how it should be and the Bible stipulates it. You see, I 

think that we all have a responsibility. You see, I have a responsibility to 

know what the Bible tells me for myself, my pastor is supposed to shepherd 

me, but he’s not supposed to run my life. If I know the word, the Bible tells 

me that wives should submit and it comes with your husband doing this… 

what she [Elorm] is saying is very true, because in the church, there are a lot 

of women who are not treated well because of that thing that you submit, then 

they are not doing what the Bible is saying… (FGD, 2010). 

 

Adwoa’s theology, which interprets the biblical provisions in the Bible favourably for 

women, is in line with African feminist liberation theology questioning the biased 

interpretations of scripture in favour of males and attempts to reconcile scripture with 

women’s oppressions (Oduyeye, 1994).  
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Dilemmas of a Postcolonial Feminist-Ghost: Culture and Imperialism 

 

 The recurring theme emerging in participant narratives in this study centre on 

how to successfully advocate gender equality and women’s rights without falling into 

the trap of attributing women’s oppression to only one domain of multiple and 

mutually reinforcing factors. An academic and women’s rights activist between the 

age of 50-55 years, Adwoa, observes that Christian fundamentalism is growing in 

charismatic churches and affecting progress on gender equality.  

There’s also almost some kind of Christian fundamentalism that we are 

dealing with [...] in this environment of charismatic Christianity and people 

interpreting Christianity in very basic ways- in ways that will not happen even 

with my parents- it becomes more and more difficult to challenge certain 

notions of who a woman is (Adwoa, 2010). 

 

Such fundamentalism is anything but ‘a break with the past’ as far as women’s rights 

are concerned. In fact, it points to the selective way in which the theology of breaking 

with the past is employed by some pastors. Mansa notes in a focus group discussion 

of post-graduate female students between the ages of 25-30 that such selective 

interpretations are culturally specific to the African situation.  

[…] as my sister said, submissiveness is defined by the African [church] as 

slavery […] so the moment a woman can express her opinion, you [woman] 

are seen not to be submissive, […] So because of that narrowed definition for 

submissiveness, the church has a problem in really coming out to promote 

[gender equality] (Mansa, FGD, 2010). 

 

Mansa’s analysis suggests that biblical interpretations are context specific. 

Subsequently, prevailing socio-cultural notions of women in African societies 

influence what Mansa and other participants perceives as a problematic interpretation 
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of submissiveness. Furthermore, she suggests that the church’s ability to promote 

gender equality is impeded by its accommodation of African cultural beliefs. 

Mercy Amba Oduyeye (1994), a renowned African feminist theologian argues 

that women’s experiences of sexism in the church have long being ignored in the third 

world church because male church leaders in the past have found no reason to discuss 

the problem of sexism since ‘it was not an issue in their world, where men and 

women know their place and play their role ungrudgingly and no one feels suffocated 

by society’s definition of femininity and masculinity” (Oduyeye, 1994, p.27).  

 Oduyeye’s observation captures the dilemmas of advocating gender 

equality/women’s rights in postcolonial sub-Saharan Africa. I argue that state efforts 

by political elites in the postcolonial African state focus on building the nation-state 

by presenting a singular national narrative,
80

 which considers all other matters 

peripheral to its national narrative. Similarly, new Pentecostal-charismatic churches in 

postcolonial Africa seem to be enamoured with projects of asserting themselves as 

independent of their forebears by attempting “to break with the past”. I suggest that in 

this attempt, as interpreted by African patriarchal elite, issues considered secular or 

foreign to biblical tradition are quickly pushed aside in a bid to present a unified 

harmonious church narrative. The projects of church building, as with nation-state 

building (discussed in the chapter on feminism) are similar in their expectations of 

women to carry out normative functions to ensure the growth and prosperity of the 

church. The voices of dissent in the church, similar to those in the state, are easily 

labeled traitorous. Consequently, women’s rights activists use very similar strategies 

of engaging with instruments of liberation (the constitution/human rights instruments 
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in the secular world, and Bible in the church) in challenging unfounded beliefs of 

women’s subservience in the church. 

 In sum, the above discussions are not to be misconstrued to imply that these 

new charismatic churches are progressive spaces for women’s empowerment. In fact, 

it is rather the case that the majority of these churches exploit women members 

financially and emotionally. Pastors of these churches live luxuriously, off the 

largesse of members’ contributions in church in the form of tithes and collections.
 81

 

Members also, in various capacities, provide free labour in terms of organising events 

in the church. The majority of these churches, in my estimation, are businesses 

disguised as places of worship. With the exception of the progressive ones, many of 

these churches are also now becoming more and more fundamentalist as one 

participant intimated above. It is therefore important not to read the narratives from 

participants as testimonials to the progressive nature of churches, or of the Christian 

religion for that matter. I sought to, in this discussion, provide an analysis of how 

participants strategically use religious instruments to advance their work in advocacy. 

Furthermore, I suggest that, given the socio-cultural statuses of participants, the 

ability to appeal to the Bible (an instrument deemed to be ordained by none other than 

the supreme God) is an excellent opportunity to escape subjugation and justify their 

desires for higher socio-economic achievements. Hence Mansa and Esi’s critique of 

Africanist interpretations of the bible as backward can be interpreted as critiques of 

the cultural system from which they seek liberation. This interpretation reveals 
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 a biblical provision instructs church members to give 10 percent of their earnings to the 

church as thanksgiving offering to God. I would expect pastors and other born-again 

Christians to disagree with my assertion that the pastors live off the largess of their 

congregation. They interpret their wealth as blessings from God for doing his work. 
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various paradoxes as far as other segments of this study are concerned.
82

 Thus 

participants use a colonial missionary instrument to challenge what they perceive to 

be ‘African backwardness’.  

 

Conclusion 

 This brief discussion on religion and women’s empowerment in Ghana 

highlights the need for context-specificity in promoting women’s empowerment. 

Careful strategizing on the part of women’s rights activists will enable them take 

advantage of the unique opportunities that a postcolonial environment offers to 

challenge and consequently dismantle oppressive structures. To do this, it is important 

for women’s rights activists to be mindful of the blanket demonization of religion as 

oppressive in women’s lives. Like other social institutions in the postcolony, religions 

are sites of contestations that require ongoing engagement and dialogue from women 

since such an engagement can lead to radical transformation of potentially oppressive 

structures.  
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Chapter 7 

Women’s Rights and Culture in Africa: A Dialogue with Global Patriarchal 

Traditions
83

  

Drawing on findings from my primary interviews in Ghana, analyses of 

the 2003 Maputo Protocol on women’s rights in Africa and other human rights 

instruments, I discuss the challenges women’s rights advocates face in 

advocating for and defending women’s individual rights in African states, 

particularly in Ghana. In this chapter, I examine the strategies that women’s 

rights advocates employ in navigating cultural hindrances to women’s rights 

and negotiating women’s individual rights within Ghana’s socio-cultural and 

political terrain. I argue that African women’s rights issues, considered in the 

context of Africa’s postcolonial environment, highlight the manner in which 

global economic inequalities reinforce oppressive cultural customs that 

marginalise women and contribute to rights violations.  

 Ghana is an important case study for understanding women’s human rights 

issues in Africa for various reasons. It was the first country in sub-Saharan Africa to 

obtain independence from colonial rule, with Dr. Kwame Nkrumah as its first Prime 

Minister. Nkrumah, a pan-Africanist, was greatly influential in the founding of the 

OAU. In addition to political stability in an otherwise troubled West African region, 

Ghana has also ratified all major international human and women’s rights instruments 

discussed in this chapter –the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the 

Maputo Protocol, the African Union’s Charter of Human and People’s Rights 

                                                           
83

 A very similar version of this paper has been published in the Canadian Journal of 

Development Studies/Revue canadienne d'études du développement. Vol. 33 (1) 2012. I used 

A1, B2, and C3 to name participants in this paper in a bid to ensure the maximum level of 
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(ACHPR) and CEDAW. The chapter is organized in three sections. Part one 

highlights the contributions of human rights discourse to the development thought and 

practice. Part two discusses the implications of the Maputo Protocol in promoting 

universal individual rights and values in the context of Africa’s particular postcolonial 

terrain. I conclude by discussing findings obtained from field research in Ghana, 

bringing these into conversation with theoretical debates outlined in the earlier 

sections of the chapter.  

Human Rights in a Global Context 

 

Since the UDHR was adopted over 60 years ago, there has been much 

scholarly debate on the implications of this document in entrenching individual 

libertarian values in pluralist non-western societies. Beyond these debates, the UDHR 

enjoys a privileged position in development discourse as an instructive instrument for 

consideration of human wellbeing. At the very least, it has inspired progressive 

conversations and dialogue on the subject of human rights. The claim to universality 

in the document is criticized for being Eurocentric since it espouses values consistent 

with a western individual libertarian socio-political system. While acknowledging 

these criticisms, human rights scholars defend the applicability of the universal values 

espoused in the document, as these were based on a broad consultation process, which 

subsequently led up to the formulation of the instrument (see discussions in Cassese, 

1999; Ignatieff 2001; Donnelly 1984; 2007). In light of these criticisms, many 

regional and sub-regional groups formulated geographically specific, religiously and 

culturally relevant instruments to guide human rights practice in their various locales. 

Examples of such instruments include: the ACHPR, adopted in1981, the Universal 

Islamic Declaration of Human Rights of 1981, and the Asian Human Rights Charter 

of 1998. The extent to which cultural relativism matters in human rights claims elicits 
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tensions among different interest groups within the same cultural or geographical 

locales. In the case of Africa, cultural relativists and women’s rights advocates 

theoretically have different interests and needs.  

While debates over universalism and cultural relativism have raged for 

decades in human rights discourse, academic research on the challenges that women’s 

rights advocacy in Africa poses to binary debates on universalism and relativism 

remains scanty. This is particularly so on the multiple strategies needed in negotiating 

women’s rights within local (cultural) and international (economic) hegemonies that 

are mutually reinforcing in violating women’s rights.  

This chapter critically engages with the contradictions, tensions and 

convergences of moral, political, philosophical and legal debates in human rights 

discourses with regards to women’s rights in Africa’s cultural systems and the 

challenges in upholding and protecting women’s rights within pluralist socio-cultural 

systems. I suggest that the need for the Protocol to the ACHPR on the Rights of 

Women (African women’s/Maputo Protocol) challenges the communitarian and 

collective principles embedded in the ACHPR through its focus on individual 

women’s rights. This calls for attention, in terms of human rights considerations, to 

the differential cultural experiences and expectations of marginalized groups on the 

continent. While the protocol exposes underlying patriarchal traditions in the 

ACHPR, a careful consideration of African women’s rights concerns also reveals the 

UDHR’s prioritization of Civil and Political (CP) (first generation) rights over 

Economic, Social and Cultural (ESC) (second generation) rights; this signifies a lack 

of broad socio-economic and cultural legitimacy of the document.  

This chapter contributes to debates in human rights on various levels. The 

rights discourses in Africa intersect with global discourses of rights for not just 
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women, but minority groups. For instance, women’s rights in Africa are important 

linchpins in two primary debates: cultural relativism in human rights and the general 

debate of CP versus ESC rights. African women’s rights discourses showcase the 

complexities and difficulty of engaging with rights discourses globally, as one cannot 

discuss the cultural relativist’ debates without analyzing the various levels of dissent 

on the continent in terms of what is cultural, and in the way in which women are 

actively engaged in articulating their rights separate from the dominant patriarchal 

notions of culture and rights. Indeed, the activism of African women in articulating 

dissent in terms of their own experiences of culture and their questioning of what is 

cultural in Africa, demonstrates the agency that women have in empowering 

themselves on the continent. This is in sharp contrast to the dominant views of 

African women as docile victims of unchallenged male patriarchal cultural 

misogynism. It also draws attention to the ways in which ESC rights directly impact 

women’s empowerment and the intricacies of how, on one hand, ESC rights will still 

largely benefit the status quo, since men are principally at the helm of affairs in the 

postcolonial state while, on the other, simultaneously contributing to women’s 

economic empowerment. Furthermore, women’s rights concerns also draw attention 

to the multiple levels of oppression with which women have to deal: global, local 

patriarchal systems and the interaction of global neo-liberal policies and women’s 

marginalization.  

  While the women’s rights movement in Africa has succeeded in drawing 

attention to retrogressive cultural practices (a success that rides largely on historical 

global interests in vilifying African culture as backward),
84

 it still has a long way to 
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go in drawing concrete links between women’s economic marginalization and 

subsequent rights violations, exacerbated as they are by global economic inequalities 

and the entrenchment of oppressive local patriarchal culture. This chapter contends 

that as far as human rights advocacy is concerned, the challenge facing African 

women’s rights advocates is their ability to advocate a specific relativism, one that 

leans towards individual freedoms and libertarian values while emphasizing collective 

responsibility to protect the rights of women at the community, state and global 

levels.  

 

The Imperial Reach of Human Rights: Women’s Rights as Human Rights  

 

Scholarship in human rights has evolved from debates on the universality of 

individual rights norms to the power and limitations of the UDHR to transcend 

cultural differences in its mandate (Donnelly, 1999; Sen, 1999). Globally, respect for 

the fundamental rights of humans has become a sacred unquestioned moral ground on 

which nations are either praised or shamed. The Human Development Index (HDI), 

proposed by Amarthya Sen (1999) in his theory of capabilities and freedoms, 

coincides with and reinforces the fundamental freedoms guaranteed in the UDHR. 

The UDHR has therefore contributed significantly to advancing a universalized 

concept of fundamental human needs across the globe. As a development discourse, 

human rights contributes to debates on the evolving conceptions and nature of 

development. Rights claims have provided grounds for focusing more on human well-

being as opposed to just economic growth in development planning and practice. 

More importantly, human rights discourse has revolutionised demands for justice 

across the world through its appeal to the sacredness of the human. Elliot (2007) 

suggests that the idea of the sacredness and inviolability of the human has driven the 
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expansion of human rights to the extent that we can now “gain new insights into the 

expansion of human rights by viewing it as a cult of the individual for a global 

society. This modern cult (human rights) worships its own Gods, venerates its own 

sacred texts, and performs its own rituals in strikingly similar ways to religious 

practices” (p. 353). 

  The privileged status of human rights discourse in addressing grave social 

injustices within transnational contexts makes it an excellent avenue for marginalised 

and oppressed groups to seek redress. The universal stature of the human rights 

framework, modified to suit various socio-cultural contexts, has largely eclipsed 

normative concerns over its imperial nature. For instance, women’s groups the world 

over effectively appeal to the fundamental rights to personhood and dignity enshrined 

in human rights instruments to fight discriminations they suffer from on the basis of 

their sex and gender (as is the case of human rights advocates in my study). In this 

way, they are able to appeal to the power of a framework that transcends national 

state apparatuses – that may be complicit in rights violations. Qualifying rights 

violations or claims by women as human rights is imperative in addressing enduring 

historical gender inequalities in society. Globally, women are still perceived as 

second-class citizens (Hernandez-Truyol, 2004). Therefore, there are strategic 

political and practical implications in labelling rights violations as human instead of 

women’s. Treating women’s rights as human rights enables, perhaps, a neutral 

evaluation of the rights violation or rights claim in question, without interfering 

influences, such as the ‘type of human’ in question. Hernandez-Truyol’s (2004) 

argument, substantiated by findings from this study, is that cultural excuses for rights 

violations are more likely to be employed when women’s rights are in question.  
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The 1993 Vienna World Conference on Human Rights recognized women’s 

rights as integral to the UDHR, thus putting to rest debates on whether or not 

women’s rights can be construed as human rights. The declaration upheld women’s 

rights to be "an inalienable, integral and indivisible part of universal human rights.” It 

also affirmed the equal status of women in the United Nations and its core activities 

(Vienna declaration, 1993).  Article 2 of the UDHR substantiates this thus: “everyone 

is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this declaration, without 

distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other 

opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status” (my emphasis).  

 Nevertheless, the UDHR reinforced an already existing gendered 

public/private dichotomy by prioritizing political rights violations over cultural 

violence and similar rights violations that occur in the private sphere from which 

women are more likely to suffer (Tobin, 2009).  With men dominating the public 

political spheres in most developing countries, the UDHR’s primary focus on first 

generation rights over second generation rights exacerbates this cultural/universal 

dichotomy with regards to human rights. 

Women’s rights concerns in Africa, broadly speaking, are second-generation 

rights since they fall into the category of Economic, Social and Cultural rights. While 

many poor people, regardless of gender, suffer the consequences of failed macro-

economic policies in African states, poor women are worse off than their male 

counterparts because of gender-based discriminatory practices, especially with 

regards to access to land for subsistence agricultural and commercial purposes. 

African women’s rights concerns, therefore, underscore the need for proper 

contextual analyses in evaluating universalist human rights claims. On-going debates 

between western and third world feminism (broadly defined) are heightened by the 
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differences in socio-cultural conditions that compel African women’s bivalent 

positions as far as individual and collective rights claims are concerned. In other 

words, while the language of human rights, because of its roots in individual 

libertarian political culture, revolves around individual autonomy, the success of 

African women’s rights advocates in negotiating women’s individual rights depends 

largely on a successful articulation of individual rights within the collective 

conscience of their societies. African women’s rights advocates therefore need to 

simultaneously claim and reject the specificity of their gender. This is because their 

race, as members of an impoverished continent emerging out of colonial domination, 

reinforces and exacerbates the discrimination they are exposed to as women. Given 

that the UDHR’s framework focuses on the individual, African women’s rights 

advocates, as participant responses reveal, are often accused of cultural insensitivity 

because of the perception that such rights are western. I suggest that this is due to the 

mythical homogenous construction and portrayal of African societies as 

communitarian and collectively harmonious. Consequently, while challenging their 

local cultural customs and traditions, African women’s rights advocates also fight 

against the appropriation of their voices by western or other feminists. Their claims 

fall under Spivak’s notion of strategic essentialism (1996). They seek a type of 

political kinship that Haraway (2004) describes as malleable, unfixed and strategically 

fluid. However, even though Haraway’s idea of Cyborg feminism works well in the 

context of rights claims by African women, they also need to make essentialist claims 

to address the tangible material impoverishment they confront daily. The human 

rights framework therefore provides grounds for transnational feminist articulations of 

solidarity and social justice organizing on the basis of similar marginalized statuses, 

not experiences.  
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Overall, the UDHR has globalised notions of individual libertarianism and 

sparked debates on the extent to which individual rights, are attainable within 

different political and rights contexts. In the next section, I discuss the contexts within 

which the African Union and African women’s groups as different regional and 

gender groups (from the universal) propose and adopt human rights frameworks to 

suit their particular geo-cultural and group needs.  

  

The Strategic Importance of the African Women’s Protocol in Legitimizing 

Women’s Rights Claims in Africa 

Africanist perspectives on human rights, as reflected in the ACHPR, focus on 

the differences in socio-cultural and political ideological traditions between African 

peoples and peoples of the West. In contrast to the UDHR, the ACPHR, broadly 

speaking, promotes the collectivist nature of African cultural systems by outlining 

duties of the individual towards her/his community. For instance, Chapter 2 of the 

ACPHR spells out duties for the individual and underscores the collective in Articles 

27 and 29:  

1. Every individual shall have duties towards his family and 

society, the State and other legally recognized communities and the 

international community. 2. The rights and freedoms of each 

individual shall be exercised with due regard to the rights of others, 

collective security, morality and common interest (27).  

The individual shall also have the duty to: 1. Preserve the 

harmonious development of the family and to work for the 

cohesion and respect of the family. 7. Preserve and strengthen 

positive African cultural values in his [sic] relations with other 

members of the society, in the spirit of tolerance, dialogue and 

consultation and, in general, to contribute to the promotion of the 

moral wellbeing of society (29, my emphasis). 

 

Emphasis on the collective in African social systems does not preclude individual 

expression within these cultural systems since individual identities are derived from 
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group membership (Nukunya, 1992). The ostensible tensions and contradictions 

between cultural relativism and women’s rights debates suggest a binary between 

individual liberty and communitarian principles. This dualism, as Makau Wa Matua 

(2003) argues, is over simplified and assumes a certain artificial rigidity. “A thorough 

understanding of the meaning of human rights, and the complicated processes through 

which they are protected and realized, would seem to link inextricably the concepts of 

human rights, peoples’ rights, and duties of individuals. Individual rights cannot make 

sense in a social and political vacuum, devoid of the duties assumed by individuals. 

This appears to be truer in Africa than any other place” (cited Fox 2003, p.7).  

Critical scholars on human rights argue that the tensions that arise from these 

debates are not based on a fundamental disagreement on what constitutes rights but, 

rather, on concerns over the manner in which advocacy for human rights norms is 

carried out in non-western cultural contexts, since following a western- styled system 

can lead to undesirable consequences for vulnerable groups (see Ishay, 1997; 

Ibhawoh, 2004; 2006). As Ibhawoh (2004) suggests, the argument for cultural 

relativism in the African context is complex given that contact with outside cultures 

has created what he refers to as ‘cultural confusion’. There are recurring new cultural 

forms due to globalization. Therefore, it is important to acknowledge the new 

dimensions of cosmopolitan culture, described by many anthropologists as 

“heterogeneous, fluid, shifting, emergent, contradictory, and processual” (Fox 2003, 

p. 3).  This view of culture is in contrast to an ethical relativist view of culture,
85

 

which is highly conservative and relies on the view that culture is an internally 

coherent whole (Salmon, 1997). Similarly, Ibhawoh (2006) makes an important 
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 For the purposes of this discussion, ‘ethical relativism’ and or the ‘conservative paradigm’, 

as pointed out by Ibhawoh, are the reference points for critiquing the cultural relativism 

debate. 
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distinction between the dynamic cultural relativist’ paradigm on human rights 

(usually advocated by feminists)
86

 and the conservative paradigm upheld by African 

elites (mostly male), who seek to preserve some idea of a monolithic African culture. 

Subsequently, the African Charter’s call, in Article 29, to “preserve positive African 

cultural values” (African Union, 1981) can be interpreted by different interest groups 

to serve their purposes. This constitutes a strategic starting point for challenging 

obnoxious cultural practices by African women’s rights advocates. Subsequently, 

women’s rights advocates in this study largely employ this tactic of questioning the 

cultural basis of rights violations since they claim that practices that violate women’s 

rights do not constitute positive African values.  

The tactical use of the ACHPR by women’s groups to contest harmful cultural 

practices is one of two important roles it plays in legitimising a culture of rights and 

self-determination on the continent. As a region that was not represented at the time 

of the formulation of the UDHR (see Ignatieff, 2001), due largely to the fact that it 

was under colonial rule in the 1940s, the ACHPR as an African human rights 

instrument is necessary in cementing Africa’s self-determination and independence 

from imperialism. Its raison d’être underscores the essence of voice and recognition in 

on-going struggles for political and economic independence, reminding us of two 

intricately intertwined historical events that have shaped global political and 

north/south relations: a) the neutrality of pan-Africanists during the Cold War, and b) 

the establishment of global governance institutions (the UN, World Bank and IMF), 
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 Even though some writers in this case may not identify as feminists, the fact that they 

advocate for the rights of women or claim solidarity to women’s issues makes them feminists 

in outlook. In other words, I use feminism here to refer to any writer or person who advocates 

women’s rights. 
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as well as the universal bill of rights, to safeguard against future wars and instability 

by promoting global co-operation through an emphasis of universal core values as 

espoused in the UDHR.  

Similarly, the African Women’s Protocol signifies the need for voice and self-

determination of marginalized groups in global rights discourses. In addition to global 

women’s human rights instruments such as CEDAW and specific national legal 

instruments such as constitutions that contain provisions for women’s rights, women’s 

rights groups in Africa found it necessary to rally behind an instrument specific to the 

needs of women on the continent to African governments through the AU. The 

African Women’s Protocol was adopted in Maputo in 2003 and entered into force in 

November 2005 with the required 15 ratifications (African Union, 2003; 2005). The 

Protocol goes beyond global women’s rights instruments to make specific references 

to the peculiar and particular situations of African women. As Dorcas Coker-Appiah 

(2005)
87

 puts it, “it is important to have a regional instrument that adequately protects 

the rights of women taking into account the cultural specificity of Africa and the 

special needs of African women which may not be adequately addressed by the 

CEDAW” (Maputo Protocol, 2003)
88

. The basis for proposing a specific protocol 

addressing women’s rights stems from what proponents of the protocol identified as 

inadequate protection for women’s rights on the continent despite the ratification by 

various countries of international conventions on women’s rights. Drafters of the 

protocol are,    

…concerned that despite the ratification of the African Charter on Human and 

Peoples' Rights and other international human rights instruments by the 
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 Chair of the board of WiLDAF, one of the key organizations that campaigned to have the 
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majority of States Parties, and their solemn commitment to eliminate all forms 

of discrimination and harmful practices against women, women in Africa still 

continue to be victims of discrimination and harmful practices… (Protocol, 

2003). 

 

Prominent women’s rights NGOs and groups, including WiLDAF, FEMNET, the 

African Centre for Democracy and Human Rights Studies, and Equality Now, 

campaigned to strengthen the protocol and solicit ratification from member states of 

the AU (Awid, 2011). To date, 21 of the 53 countries on the continent have ratified 

the Protocol (AU, 2007). The Protocol confronts questionable African cultural 

traditions that either directly or indirectly violate women’s rights. It also targets 

institutionalized gender norms that perpetuate the notion of women’s inferiority. For 

instance, Article 12 (Right to Education and Training) instructs as follows,  

c. ensure that in textbooks, there are no exercises or games reserved solely for 

boys and other exercises and games reserved solely for girls. For example, 

books should no longer contain images showing boys playing football and 

girls helping their mother in the kitchen or carrying babies on their backs. 

  

This seemingly blatant disregard for normative gendered socialization practices partly 

legitimizes critics’ claim that African women’s rights advocates are influenced by 

western ideas of gender equality. As findings from field research discussed in the 

chapter on women’s socialization practices and identity constructions show, women 

are socialised to carry out specific labour tasks from an early age. For instance, it is 

common practice in Ghana for girls to help their mothers in the kitchen while their 

brothers play football or other games outside. This normative gendered division of 

labour is considered culturally significant to the making of women in Ghana and in 

many other sub-Saharan African countries.  Article 20 (Widow’s Rights, sections A 

and C) also specifically discusses widowhood rights in Africa:  

State Parties shall take appropriate legal measures to ensure that widows 

enjoy all human rights through the implementation of the following 
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provisions: A. that widows, women whose husbands have died, are not 

subjected to inhuman, humiliating or degrading treatment, that is a 

widow should not be subjected to acts that shame or humiliate her or 

that do not respect her human dignity, for example locking her away in a 

room for several months or having her head shaved.  C. a widow shall 

have the right to remarry, and in this event, to marry the person of her 

choice. No member of her family or that of her late husband’s shall 

compel her to marry a man against her will. 

 

Two provisions under Article 17 (Right to Positive Cultural Context) are particularly 

pertinent to this discussion:  

1. Women shall have the right to live in a positive cultural context, an 

environment where the practices, attitudes and behaviours accepted 

by the culture of the community have no harmful consequences (are 

positive for all human beings.) Women also have the right to ensure 

that their ideas about these practices are taken into account by their 

community, village or district and the entire country. 

 

2. States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to enhance the 

participation of women in the formulation of cultural policies at all 

levels. 

 

These provisions in the Protocol point unambiguously to certain negative cultural 

traditions that violate women’s rights. In this way, the Protocol avoids the generalized 

reference to ‘bodily integrity’ in the UDHR, the vagueness of ‘preserving positive 

cultural values’ in the ACPHR, and consequently grounds (by making locally specific 

guidelines) universalist claims to non-discriminatory and negative cultural practices in 

CEDAW. This specific reference in the Protocol to actual customs and traditions is 

particularly instructive in the context of Africa’s post-independence political 

organization.   

Women’s rights groups, using this instrument, employ the double strategy of 

demanding state legislation against harmful cultural practices while engaging with 

custodians of culture to push for attitudinal changes to accommodate women’s rights 

within cultural traditions. Coalitions between domestic and international civil society 
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organizations who employ the time-tested methodology of naming and shaming non-

compliant regimes have become powerful in women’s rights advocacy in Africa.
89

  

African countries are especially susceptible to this international shaming mechanism 

because they have constantly to prove to the outside world, through reports on 

compliance with human rights conventions like CEDAW that they adhere to 

international standards of good governance, democracy and human rights. An 

examination of recent country performance reports to CEDAW from Ghana, Nigeria 

and Togo
90

, however, show that African countries still fail to protect women from 

cultural traditions that violate their rights.  

Ghana’s 2005 report to CEDAW, titled: ‘Combined third, fourth and fifth 

periodic reports of States parties: Ghana’, which spans a period from 1993 to 2003
91

, 

seems to suggest that an irreconcilable relationship exists between women’s 

individual rights and African traditional culture. Ghana’s 2005 report shows that it 

encountered difficulties in obtaining statistical data on “deep-seated, inherited 

traditions, customs, attitudes that are not easy to change or eradicate” (CEDAW, 

2005, p. 6)
92

 and on similar factors that pertain to women’s rights. In other words, 

rights violations that occur on cultural grounds are difficult to catch. Furthermore, this 

report (see excerpt below) simultaneously praises the state for its efforts at protecting 
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 Naming and shaming is a popular human rights methodology that has worked effectively to 

hold regimes accountable for human rights violations. It involves, basically, calling out a 

regime on its failure to uphold human rights in its territory. 

90
 The cases discussed here are similar to many other countries in the continent. These cases 

are singled out for discussion because there was a more extensive review of these. 

Additionally, their close proximity to Ghana, geographically and geo-politically, make them 

important complimentary cases for the main case study of Ghana.  
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 Most countries’ recent reports are available from: 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/reports.htm#g 
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women’s rights through progressive legislation while excusing its failings to protect 

women’s rights by blaming these on enduring cultural traditions:  

[…] the further passage of the laws such as the Intestate 

Succession Law, Administration of Estates, Marriage and Divorce 

Registration, the Law against Female Genital Mutilation and 

Harmful Traditional Widowhood Practices injurious to the health 

of women, the Law against Customary Servitude (Trokosi) inter 

alia, mark an important achievement towards redressing the 

injustices done to women in this area. However, implementation 

has been difficult, especially since the roots of these practices are 

deeply entrenched in culture. Education on these laws is on-going 

and it is expected that with time, attitudinal and behavioural 

change will occur (p. 18, my emphasis). 

 

The report additionally states that apart from passing laws against FGM and harmful 

widowhood rites, “the National House of Chiefs, the custodians of customs and 

traditions, has also been given the responsibility, under article 272(c), to undertake an 

evaluation of traditional customs and usages with the view to eliminating those 

customs and usages that are outmoded and socially harmful” (p. 18). This obvious 

irony, relying on traditional chieftaincy institutions to protect women’s rights, is hard 

to miss. The chieftaincy institution is one that protects the very cultural traditions 

described in the report as ‘deep-seated’ and ‘difficult to eradicate’. Obviously, part of 

the problem lies in this institution’s mandate as ‘custodians of tradition’. Traditional 

authorities in many postcolonial African states are designated custodians of cultural 

traditions while their elected governments see to formal and legal state apparatuses 

inherited from former colonial powers. The work and powers of traditional rulers are 

both complementary and subordinate to state power in many respects. For instance, 

Chapter 22 of Ghana’s Constitution spells out the separate functions and rights of the 

National House of Chiefs
93

 and the Parliament of Ghana as autonomous institutions. 
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Chapter 5 (Fundamental Human Rights and Freedoms) of the Constitution, however, 

prohibits in no uncertain terms “all customary practices which dehumanize or are 

injurious to the physical and mental wellbeing of a person” (Government of Ghana, 

1992).
94

 

In Togo’s report to CEDAW, the section on land rights lays out the difficulties 

of ensuring equitable access to land for women. Thus, “in virtually all customary 

systems of landholding, women are barred from owning land. A woman is allowed 

only to work the land, with her husband’s permission or the permission of her original 

family” (CEDAW, 2004, p.121). Ironically, the report goes on to declare that “women 

are not prevented from participating in community activities by any dictate of custom, 

religion or culture; the real obstacle is their heavy burden of household tasks” (p. 

123). In general, African cultural systems are largely patriarchal. Women’s gender 

disadvantages them with regards to access to land and other economic resources. An 

undeniable relationship exists between the lack of economic power and women’s 

susceptibility to rights violations. Economic wellbeing in many African countries is 

particularly tied to access to agricultural lands. Therefore, women’s inability to secure 

lands for subsistence and commercial farming contributes significantly to their 

economic, political and socio-cultural vulnerability.  

Nonetheless, African women have multiple identities, as daughters, sisters, 

wives and mothers. This makes women necessarily complicit as participants, subjects 

and mediators in customs that violate women’s rights. The agency carved out of these 

multiple identity indices is crucial in understanding the strategies employed in 

advocacy. The women’s rights movement’s on-going campaign against local 
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oppressive cultural customs is well-received in the international human rights 

community.
95

 While this is important, since cultural excuses are rampant in women’s 

rights violations, it obscures the impact of global economic policies and programs, 

such as the infamous structural adjustment programs (SAPS), in entrenching women’s 

economic marginalization in Africa. Local culture thus becomes the scapegoat for 

economic marginalization perpetuated by obnoxious macro-economic programs. 

Subsequently, the Maputo Protocol’s contributions to women’s rights in Africa are 

understandably limited. This is because of its focus on local patriarchal cultural 

traditions that discriminate against women. 

  

Experiences of Women in Human Rights Advocacy in Ghana 

 

In this section, I analyse experiences of activists, mostly in advocating 

women’s rights in Ghana, gathered from my field study. These first hand experiences 

both illuminate and substantiate the theoretical discussions in preceding sections and 

also provide crucial insights into the cosmopolitan thought processes that permeate 

activists’ advocacy strategies. Participants’ experiences of education and socio-

economic leverages influence their cosmopolitan outlook on women’s rights and the 

strategic employment of universal discourses of rights. While these research 

participants understand themselves as different from women from other parts of the 

world, they expressed frustration at the idea that their ‘Africanness’ – being African – 

would disqualify them from the universal bill of rights. Among other things, 

participants discussed the double standards involved in the references made to culture 

when women’s rights are in question.  
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Overall, a women’s rights consciousness is bourgeoning through sustained and 

vigorous campaigns by women’s rights groups in Ghana. This is causing great 

discomfort for those who oppose women’s individual rights on cultural grounds. 

Activists, however, consider this uproar a tremendous achievement. For instance, one 

research participant, A1,
96

 founder of a women’s rights groups in one of Ghana’s ten 

regions, indicates that it is a measure of success for advocacy on women’s rights in 

Ghana.  She states: “I believe that when you do advocacy and you don’t arouse 

people’s anger, you don’t arouse people’s fears, you are not doing [well], you have to 

check yourself to see if the advocacy is actually succeeding” (Field interview 2010, 

participant A1, my emphasis). While the idea of women’s rights might be unnerving 

to some people in Ghana, rights based groups like A1’s, referred to as troublemakers, 

appeal to the universalism of women’s rights and past successes to support their 

claims.  

And I say it’s possible. It’s done in India, it’s done in the Americas, it 

can be done in Ghana. A woman is a woman everywhere on the face of 

this earth just as a man is a man anywhere on the face of this earth so it 

can be done. So sometimes I’m accused of trying to change the status 

quo and breeding some kind of contempt among women because I 

strongly believe that the men know these rights for women, they know 

the rights, but they know that the moment they make you aware of that 

right, you’ll attempt to claim it and in claiming it there will be some 

kind of hitches here and there, some misunderstanding here and there 

and that is what people fear or most men fear, or most heads of 

households or families fear (Field interview 2010, participant A1). 
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Evidently, A1 believes in discussing women’s rights in universalist terms, not because 

she is unaware of the cultural differences between Ghanaian and other women, but 

specifically because she is conscious of the ‘cultural excuse’ that is so easily 

employed when women’s rights are discussed. Similarly, another prominent women’s 

rights advocate and academic questions the cultural basis of rights violations:  

People just can’t imagine that you would talk of gender equality. [For 

them] it doesn’t exist and they will rather say this is a foreign idea. What 

is foreign about the fact your daughter should go to school like your son 

would? What is foreign about the fact that women have to travel long 

distances to get water for the home? What is foreign about the fact that 

one has to remove somebody’s genitals just because they are unfaithful? 

If there are people who are having multiple partnerships then we should 

castrate all the men and leave the women because I don’t know that we 

[women] have any higher levels of libido. So yea, resistance and they 

will always say, oh our traditions and our culture [...] what is this culture 

that you talk about? The one [culture] that allows you to wear suits or 

the one where your folks used to walk naked? (Field interview 2010, 

participant B1). 

 

I argue that by employing universalist discourses with regards to women’s rights in 

Ghana, these human rights defenders and activists employ strategic essentialism 

(Spivak, 1996; Wolff, 2007) as an effective political strategy. It is “a strategic use of 

positivist essentialism in a scrupulously visible political interest” (Spivak, 1996, p. 

214). Women’s rights activists like A1 and B1 are very much aware of their 

object/subject status within Ghana’s patriarchal nation state and acknowledge the 

race, class, religious and ethnic differences among Ghanaian, African and other 

women in the world more generally. Therefore, while A1 refers to women as ‘women 

everywhere on the face of the planet’, that comment has to be taken in the context of 

using universally sanctioned rights discourse. It is a strategic way of particularizing 
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women for the purposes of advocating and defending women’s rights in Ghana, which 

recognizes and abides by international conventions and norms.  

In general, other female participants in almost all focus group discussions 

critically engage with the ambiguity of employing culture as an excuse for women’s 

subordination and rights violations. In one group made up of lawyers and professional 

women, a participant describes the vagueness of culture in Africa in contemporary 

times, as follows: 

I think a lot of things done [that] we think it’s [are] our culture, and we 

say, our culture is different. People tend to resist change because they 

think it’s our culture [...] I always ask, what is our culture? Do we know 

what our culture is? It’s been fused, mixed, so that I think we’ve lost 

what is our culture and we think this thing is our culture so maybe you 

have that strong link to culture. I lived in Canada myself, what is 

culture? What is Canadian culture? It could be so many things. But here 

we look at something and say that is our culture, we don’t change it 

because it’s our culture, but we don’t know what our culture is, I think 

[…]. We don’t know what our culture is we talk about culture so loosely 

but at the same time so strongly. So, what is Sierra Leonean culture? I 

don’t even know what it is, what is an African culture exactly? What is 

it? (Focus group discussion 2010, participant G5, my emphasis). 

As these excerpts point out, women in Ghana are critical of the ways in which culture 

is used as a justification for gender inequality, particularly when it comes to human 

rights claims for women. The transcripts also show that strategies employed by 

women’s rights advocates in Africa dovetail with strategies in the African Women’s 

Protocol by, for instance, directly questioning the legitimacy of culture in entrenching 

unequal treatments to women by confronting negative cultural practices in African 

societies. Since women’s individual rights claims are assumed to be foreign to 

African culture, women’s rights activists in Ghana are frequently labelled ‘feminists’ 

– a label many shy away from because of its negative connotation in Ghana. Other 
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women participants in the study expressed misgivings about the feminist movement in 

Ghana, accusing it of being western and fighting for ‘unimportant things’. C1, who 

describes herself as a women’s rights activist but not a feminist, intimates the 

following in response to why women’s rights advocacy is even more necessary given 

constitutional provisions for women’s rights in Ghana:  

We need somebody to come from the outside and say no [these 

constitutional provisions are not being upheld]. If you look at the paper 

and what’s written down, it is not infringing on anybody’s rights, but 

look at how it is practiced […] but we are talking about Ghana. In fact 

most often than not, I think some feminists in quotes in Ghana are 

making the fight more difficult, yea. They make so much noise about 

nothing at all and we leave the most important things out (Field 

interview 2010, participant C1). 

 

Furthermore, activists understand that within the social-political circumstances 

of their engagements, there are multiple hurdles to cross and none of these can be put 

on hold while others are attended to. For instance, B1 outlines some of these in her 

response to a question of raising awareness and prioritizing advocacy on women’s 

rights in Ghana:  

Even women beginning to understand what their constitutional rights 

are, as even daughters, as wives, what are our rights within the family? 

In fact that is a very big place, we have the state to deal with, we have 

the family to deal with, so as citizens of the state, what are our rights? 

Our human rights, what are our rights to education […] How do we 

negotiate those rights? When do we know that these can be exercised 

and which ones cannot be exercised? How do we negotiate those so-

called non-rights of women in a way to our advantage? So there’s a lot 

of work that needs to be done in terms of building understanding and 

awareness (Field interview 2010, participant B1, my emphasis). 
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As far as negotiating rights are concerned, male participants in the study suggested 

that women’s rights advocates were too radical in their demands. In an all male focus 

group discussion of post-graduate students between the ages of 25-30, participants 

had this to say with regards to women’s rights advocacy in their society: 

How do we get society to accept that role of women’s empowerment? 

Women have to progressively seek for rights, seek for empowerment 

within society so that it’s not just like you are coming to lord it over 

your husband because you know you have rights now [...] men have to 

come to that point also, the point that women are people who have rights 

and people who are just like them. But then, within our traditional 

context I feel women should approach this kind of thing strategically and 

also knowing about the traditional roles because if it is forced, it might 

just bounce back because power is very good and every one would want 

to hold on to it (Focus group discussion 2010, participant D2, my 

emphasis). 

 

So women have to approach it as we said, gradually in a positive way. 

They shouldn’t see it as revenge, there must be some kind of consensus, 

some kind of agreement at the end of the day, we are all human. We 

ourselves as equal and operate at that level, if not I tell you the 

perception is already there, men should be the head. Many religious 

bodies that’s what they hold, the belief, that men are created to head 

family, society and women. So if we’ve reached a stage whereby we 

want to empower women to equally get to the level that we men are, 

then women must approach it gradually, if not that kind of drastic 

change, people might not absorb it easily (Focus group discussion 2010, 

participant E3, my emphasis). 

 

There is a similarity between the manner in which male participants discussed 

women’s rights and Ghana’s report to CEDAW (discussed earlier), which emphasizes 

the lack of attitudinal change from society in accepting women’s rights, especially 
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with regards to modifying customary practices. Another male participant in the study 

articulates the recommendation that women should be patient with cultural attitudes 

and perceptions and wait for these to come to terms with women’s desire for rights 

and empowerment. 

It is difficult dealing with cultural perceptions, you have to be strategic, 

if not, it won’t yield the desired results that you would want. Because 

our cultural perceptions affect our lives and every other dimension of 

society so much that you wouldn’t want women to take positions that 

would give them the authority to lord over men, to make informed 

decisions that would even help in the development of themselves and 

men and children as well. Culture prevents these things, culture will 

have it that men and men only, so if you have been socialized in such a 

culture, it’s always difficult to accept a new orientation that women are 

equally capable (Focus group discussion 2010, participant F4, my 

emphasis). 

 

The inability for many women to secure land independently of their male 

relations constitutes a huge obstacle to women’s economic empowerment. For very 

good reasons, women’s rights advocates shy away from this area because it is closely 

connected to powerful traditional authorities. A1’s organization is one of the very few 

women’s empowerment NGOs to address and pursue land rights for women, 

especially in northern Ghana, where a patrilineal system of inheritance bestows land 

only to male progeny.  

I have got this land advocacy work I’m doing with [mentions name of 

other woman]. We are about the two women and our organizations that 

are leading this campaign for women’s access and control to land [in 

northern Ghana]. Nobody wants to touch it. You know why? Because 

this is the area where the chiefs are, and the chiefs are very strong 

people, I mean, you even risk […] being bewitched, or certain things 

done to you and that kind of thing so many women don’t even want to 
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talk about their access to land, but you can imagine the current value that 

we have on land. Land is selling over $5000. Now if a woman has a 

piece of land, she can get $5000 from that piece of land, will she go 

asking for this paltry sum of 100 Ghana cedis as a loan from these shark 

finance and loans companies that come every morning at 5am to wake 

them up to pay their debts (Field interview 2010, participant A1, my 

emphasis). 

 

As seen in the report from Togo to CEDAW, access to land remains one of the 

biggest barriers women face in the quest for equity in sub-Saharan Africa. Economic 

impoverishment, as A1 indicates, affects women’s rights and impedes their access to 

basic civil rights. With retrogressive cultural traditions being the main impediment to 

women’s access to land and individual rights, women’s rights organizations in Ghana, 

such as the National Federation of Women’s Lawyers (FIDA), while urging 

constitutional reforms in areas of customary laws, also acknowledge the cultural 

systems within which reform must take place and use existing traditional methods of 

conflict resolution to minimize the impact of their advocacy work on women 

(Ibhawoh, 2006).  

Women’s rights groups in Kenya exemplify the success of using dialogue to 

bridge tradition and modernity. They managed to substitute harmful circumcision 

practices with an alternative known as Ntanira na Mugambo, or ‘circumcision 

through words’. In Ghana, participants in my study intimate that dialoguing with the 

‘enemy’ is crucial for groups working on taboo areas such as land rights. A1’s group 

in Ghana has succeeded in obtaining ‘closeted’ support from chiefs on land rights for 

women. Activists who secure such support from traditional authorities prefer to 

maintain discretion and silence because of potential repercussions.   

But we are making in-roads, at least we are having some people who are 

supporting us, we have got some chiefs who understand the rights of 
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women to land, so most of them are supporting us in a way but they 

can’t come out you know, because, and most of these who are 

supporting us are not paramount chiefs […] they are just sub-chiefs but 

they understand the issues, but they cannot come out [...] (Field 

interview 2010, participant A1, my emphasis). 

 

Another taboo area discussed by my participants in the study, in fact one that 

generated open hostility and confrontations toward women’s rights activists, was the 

campaign for the domestic violence bill passed in 2007. Campaigners strategically 

lobbied traditional rulers, parliamentarians, policy makers and male sympathisers. 

They discussed the issue of domestic violence as a communal issue. Despite this 

crucial approach to dialogue, activists endured sharp criticisms of attempting to lead 

Ghanaian women astray with western norms. G5, H6 and I7 share their experiences 

on campaigning for the bill below 

I remember going on a march with colleagues once, to advocate for the 

passage of domestic violence legislation and again, you’re walking and you’re 

holding a placard, you’re not really saying or doing anything and a group of 

men accosting us and saying well if we had been their wives, they would have 

beaten us up or something. Again, in that context, we were being in your face 

to the extent that we were walking and holding placards but we had not said 

anything, we had not done anything like what I would consider to be 

offensive, so what do you do on such occasions, you can’t be aggressive or 

offensive, we had police protection when we were matching, so you just move 

on. (Field Interview, 2010, participant G5, my emphasis). 

 

Many people saw the bill as coming from cultural troublemakers.  

 

When we were fighting for, advocating for this domestic violence bill, it was 

championed by these gender activists. What most people were saying is that, 

Ghanaian women should not follow these women who have broken homes, 
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they don’t have husbands because they are ‘too known’
97

 […] you should 

have been in Ghana, then you would appreciate the struggle we went through 

to get this bill, the name- calling and things. And so I think they [women’s 

movement] are doing well, they’ve gone far but we still have a lot to do and 

we still have to woo a lot of men on our side (Field interview, 2010, 

participant H6, my emphasis). 

 

Subject I7 compliments the efforts made by women’s rights activists despite the 

hostile environment  

It was a huge movement
98

 to get the domestic violence bill and I was part of it. 

Look at the impediments. The ministry of women and children’s affairs had a 

minister that didn’t even understand what it was all about. The [kind of] 

debates that went on in this country […] they [opponents] reduced the whole 

thing into wife rape
99

. It just makes you wonder, what kind of society are we 

living in that they think that violence is [acceptable]. So there is still a lot to be 

done (Field interview, 2010, participant I7, my emphasis). 

 

The interviews discussed here make it abundantly clear that women’s rights 

issues are framed vis-à-vis the larger socio-cultural post-independence contexts. With 

a focus on nation-building and forging national unity in a young democratic state, 

these experiences with liberal rights discourse show that understanding women’s 

socio-cultural and political positioning in national development discourses is 
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 ‘Too known’ is colloquial in Ghana for ‘a know it all’.  

98
 The National Coalition on Domestic Violence Legislation, a network of activists and 

organizations established in 2003, led the movement for the passage of the bill in Ghana. 

They campaigned to recruit sympathizers across different political, ethnic and religious 

orientations to lend support to the bill. They organized nation-wide seminars, workshops, 

radio and television discussions and marches. 

99
 The section on marital rape in the bill was eventually dropped before it was submitted to 

parliament because while a wide section of the public including traditionalists would agree on 

the fact that Ghanaian culture did not tolerate ‘severe’ violence (in other words, occasional 

correctional beating of a spouse is acceptable), not much progress was made in getting 

support to endorse the section on marital rape (Adomako-Ampofo, 2008) 
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important in engaging with women’s rights discourses in Ghana. Mama’s (1997) 

argument, that in the postcolonial state nationalist calls on women to be mothers of 

the nation conveys notions of women as moral guard posts, is useful in 

contextualising the experiences outlined above. Subsequently, as I have argued in this 

chapter, attempts to delegitimize certain rights claims, such as those contained in the 

DVB, by referring to them as foreign to prevailing cultural norms work to sustain a 

notion of women as bearers of tradition and culture of the post-independent state.  

 

Conclusion: Women’s Rights as Cultural (R)evolution in Africa 

 

The efforts of women’s rights activists in harnessing the power of universal 

and locally specific human rights instruments in advocating women’s rights have 

foreground progressive dialogues on women’s rights in Africa. This has, predictably, 

elicited necessary tensions and unease on matters of culture since gender inequality is 

institutionalised in patriarchal cultural traditions. To this extent, I suggest that the 

Maputo Protocol serves three significant purposes as far as women’s rights are 

concerned. First, it disrupts Africanist regional cultural relativist claims to universal 

human rights norms by elucidating the ways in which the collective can oppress 

individual women on the basis of gender, thus making it difficult for them, 

individually and collectively, to participate in and enjoy a mutually constituted and 

beneficial collective culture. Second, as a Protocol borne out of the ACHPR, it can be 

read as part of the larger pan-Africanist agenda of protesting imperialist impositions 

of universalist norms on African peoples as a whole. Third, the Protocol specifies the 

African woman’s context as sufficiently different from ‘all women’s’ concerns as set 

out in the CEDAW. The Protocol therefore simultaneously rejects attempts at 

silencing from both the AU and the international women’s movement. The Protocol’s 
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failings lie generally in its narrow focus on local cultural encumbrances to the 

detriment of global economic inequalities that reinforce patriarchal discriminatory 

systems.  

Theoretically speaking, since the cultural basis for discriminating against 

women is questioned by women’s rights activists in my study, it can be deduced that 

discourses of the culture thrive on a tenuous juxtaposition of local culture to the 

foreign. The presence of the foreign western binary, given Africa’s colonial 

trajectory, is enough to concretise an otherwise fluid understanding of local cultural 

norms, particularly in relation to women’s rights. The opposition to this 

‘foreign/western’ binary also gives a false impression of an actual monolithic 

Ghanaian culture, thus obscuring vast differences in the ethnic cultural orientations 

that exist in the country. I suggest that the evolution of a rights culture in Africa 

hinges on differential access to, successful navigation of, and strategic engagement 

with the clout of global universal human rights discourse. To this extent, women’s 

rights advocacy in Africa provides an excellent avenue for analysing the process of 

this cultural evolution. Women’s rights concerns in Africa, properly contextualised, 

should critically inform debates on the universality of patriarchal norms in human 

rights discourses.  

 As is evident from this discussion, strategies employed thus far have focused 

on explicating the links between cultural traditions and women’s rights claims and 

obstructions. While this has been effective at drawing attention to local socio-cultural 

conditions that negatively impact women’s rights, these strategies must evolve to 

engage more critically with the international human rights movement in the struggle 

for global economic justice. Women are more vulnerable to the negative impacts of 

globally sanctioned macroeconomic programs that exacerbate local cultural gender 
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discriminatory practices. In this regard, the rights of women (as they relate to 

economic wellbeing) must be recognised as demands for rights to life in general. In 

this way, multiple actors, beyond just local powerbrokers, can be held accountable. 

Consequently, considerations of women’s rights in Africa must constantly take as a 

reference point the unique socio-cultural experiences of African women who find 

themselves leaning towards an individual libertarian value system in order to utilise 

its influence to draw attention to both oppressive local patriarchal customs and 

oppressive global economic systems that reinforce these traditions.  
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Chapter 8 

Contentions in Liberal Rights Discourses in Post-Independent African Societies: 

The Case of Politicizing Women’s Rights Advocacy through Feminism in Ghana 

In this chapter, I examine the tenuous relationships women’s rights advocates 

and women generally have with feminism in Ghana as well as the tensions and 

anxieties that feminism provokes/evokes. Ghana’s development and liberalization, as 

in many post-independent African societies, is fraught with contradictions, tensions 

and confusions especially with regards to the extent to which groups can demand 

citizenship rights. This presents unique opportunities and challenges to women’s 

rights advocates and activists to push for progressive legislatures within a rapidly 

increasing liberal rights environment. However, labeling women’s rights issues as 

feminist has contradictory, mostly negative effects on the women’s movement in 

Ghana. In this chapter, I discuss findings on participants’ responses, relationships and 

reactions to, as well as perceptions of, ‘feminism’ in Ghana. I analyse these responses 

in relation to women’s rights organizing and the women’s movement in Ghana. 

 

Epistemological and Ontological Concerns 

 

As I analyse participants’ responses on the topic of feminism several months 

after completing my field research, I wonder about the extent to which my learned 

Eurocentric epistemological lenses influence my reading, translation and 

interpretation of my interview data. In particular, I ask questions regarding why I 

consider feminism to be a more political form of women’s rights activism in Ghana 

than the much more commonly used terms ‘gender advocacy’ or ‘women’s rights 

advocacy’. In fact, writing about the women’s rights movement under feminism and 

not vice versa points to this bias. If feminists’ activist work is similar to gender justice 
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work, is there a reason to use the very contested term ‘feminism’ to describe such 

work when, in many instances, the label of feminism delegitimizes such rights 

activism in Ghana’s socio-cultural terrain? Because of the tensions and discomfort 

feminism evokes in Ghana, I am inclined to think that it automatically politicizes 

women’s rights activism. While this may be true, I am unsure of how useful this is 

(that is labeling activism feminist) in advocating gender justice for women in Ghana 

since opposition to the term has led to further fragmentations in Ghana’s women’s 

movement. As participants indicate, the work of women’s rights is already difficult 

without the added layer of opposition feminism elicits. How am I reading de-

politicization in gender advocacy vis-à-vis feminism. Am I not by default privileging 

feminist language and discourse over gender advocacy or women’s rights activism as 

used in the Ghanaian context? What am I, and the participants who identify as 

feminist, albeit with qualifiers, failing to understand about the need for caution in self-

identification as feminists within Ghana’s socio-political and cultural environment?  

During field research, I was mostly disappointed to find that younger 

generation women either vehemently rejected feminism or hesitantly claimed to do 

feminist things (that is doing does not mean being feminist) and only after properly 

contextualizing why such work could be read as feminist works. I had not expected 

nor anticipated this. I attributed these anti-feminist attitudes to some form of 

misconception about feminism. In instances where predominantly vocal people in 

FGDs charismatically succeeded in winning others over to the side of non-feminism 

through the near demonization of it, I wondered how they failed to see the links 

between women’s oppressions and feminism, or rather, how they could not see the 

importance of feminism in women’s liberation. As I quickly learned, this ‘new 

terminology’, feminism, meant little to some of the people fighting for women’s 
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rights in the country. In other words, being anti-oppressive and pro-women’s rights 

did not automatically translate into being feminist. One could advocate women’s 

rights without being feminist. Period.   

My interview with Naapoga would restore fading hope that I would find 

feminists in Ghana. Looking every bit a traditional Ghanaian woman, Naapoga cooks 

for her husband, keeps house and mentions God in every other sentence. She calls 

herself a radical Ghanaian feminist. Later on, an interview with Adwoa, who 

describes herself as Christian-nationalist-radical feminist, would substantiate African 

women’s writing about women’s pivotal role in anti-colonial struggles for Africa’s 

liberation. Adwoa is also a former military officer and a lawyer. By my fifth 

individual interview, it was clear that age and experience in social justice activism 

had something to do with women’s willingness to self-identify as feminist.  

 

Locating Feminism in Women’s Activism in Postcolonial Societies  

 

It is obvious to a keen observer that the project of nation building in Africa is 

an important one. It is also a difficult undertaking. It is as much a project in anti-

imperialism today as national liberation movements were in terms of anti-colonialism. 

The continent’s economic woes are only surpassed by its political instability.
100

 In 

recent times, rapid economic modernization projects, propelled by natural resource 

discoveries and the global expansion of trade, have improved the continent’s 

economic prospects. This has resulted in changes in the socio-economic, cultural and 

political landscape in individual countries on the continent. In Ghana, while these 

changes seem to be facilitating a more cosmopolitan atmosphere, the change has also 
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 I am referring here to devastating poverty, civil wars and unrests in much of sub-Saharan 

Africa 
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produced a sharp resistance to western cultural imperial impositions
101

. This is 

especially the case with minority and sexual rights issues and concerns. One can 

understand these reactions as a form of resistance to neo-colonialism and imperialism. 

However, Africa’s colonial legacy ensures that the post-independent state will 

oscillate between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’ (loosely defined) in its developmental 

agenda (see Ibhawoh, 2006). In Ghana, it would appear that the preservation of 

traditional cultural values is considered crucial to the cultural life of the nation.
102

 I 

suggest that this desire to preserve our culture is more often than not conflated with 

patriotism in the sense that critical opposition to certain forms of cultural traditions by 

some groups is construed as unpatriotic and, consequently, misconstrued as foreign 

(and in this case western), and therefore threatening to the Nation’s socio-cultural 

fibre and psyche.
103

 Subsequently, women’s sexual rights legislation and advocacy, as 

discussed in the preceding chapter on women’s rights, causes discomfort among many 

in Ghana.  

The inception of feminism in Africa, as a more recent form of a political 

movement for women’s rights, is tainted by its precedence in the West.
104

 It can 

therefore not escape criticisms of being a hegemonic western-cultural construct. I 

suggest that because the naming of women’s rights and women’s activist work as 

feminism in Africa started after independence from colonial rule, it inherits a colonial 
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 Here, I am referring particularly to increasing and more visible anti-same-sex campaigns. 

The discussion here also pertains to changes occurring mainly within major cities and urban 

centres in the country 

102
 This can be inferred from the high regard culture enjoys in discussions at the individual, 

community and national levels. 

103
 Examples of this are discussed later in the chapter and in other chapters of this dissertation 

104
 See discussions on the difficulties of naming women’s rights movement as feminists by 

scholars and participants in the chapter. 
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baggage, which engenders suspicions of neo-imperialist inclinations. Nevertheless, 

third wave/third world feminists have insisted from the outset that the fight against 

women’s oppression neither started with first wave feminism nor with middle class 

white women (Hill-Collins, 2000; Mohanty, 2003; hooks, 1993; Tamale, 2006). 

While not exclusively focused on sexist oppression, women of colour and from the 

third world have struggled against sexist, racial and class oppression since the dawn 

of colonialism and slavery (hooks, 1993, 2003). They did not exclusively focus on 

sexist oppression in the past because they had to struggle for recognition and equality 

as human beings first (hooks, 2003). For instance, women played crucial roles in anti-

colonial struggles for freedom across sub-Saharan Africa (Aidoo, 1998). Not 

surprisingly therefore, as Heng (1997) rightly asserts, women’s rights activism in the 

third world shares a history with nationalism and the nationalist uprising against 

colonial and imperial rule.  

Indeed, nationalism is so powerful a force in the third world that to counter the 

charge of antinationalism -- the implicitly or expressly antinational-the 

strategic response of a third-World feminism under threat must be, and has 

sometimes been, to assume the nationalist mantle itself: seeking legitimation 

and ideological support in local cultural history, by finding feminist or 

protofeminist myths, laws, customs, characters, narratives, and origins in the 

national or communal past or strategic interpretations of religious history or 

law. That is to say, through the glass of first-world feminisms, third-world 

feminism may appear to be willfully naïve, nativist, or essentialist in their 

ideological stakes: the requirement of an unexceptionably genealogy, history, 

or tradition for feminism must assume decisive priority (Heng, 1997; p. 34, 

my emphasis).  

 

Subsequently, differences between western and other feminisms arise from the 

historical, cultural and socio-economic realities and contexts within which oppression 

is experienced, theorised and approached. Third world feminists reject victimisation 

discourses that construct women as passive victims in their societies (Aidoo, 1998; 

Sofola, 1998; hooks, 2003). In Ghana, it is common knowledge that women’s 

statuses, positions and roles as mothers, sisters, aunts and wives enable a relationship 
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with patriarchal power structures that also benefit women. In other words the 

patriarchal system is sustained and reinforced by people who, as a group, are largely 

disadvantaged by it. This complicates struggles for gender equity in the African 

context and especially in applying the label of feminism to women’s rights activism 

(Gwendolyn, 1995; McFadden, 1997; Oyewumi, 1993). Material postcolonial 

feminist Sara Mills (2003) suggests that conceptualizing women’s oppressions within 

materialist analyses allows a broader understanding of women’s social movements. 

Mills agrees with Donna Landry and Gerald Maclean (1993) that  

[...] the material conditions of women’s oppression and hence women’s 

political interests, are themselves historically specific and therefore cannot be 

framed in terms of gender alone. A feminist politics projected exclusively in 

terms of women’s equality cannot recognize, much less challenge, 

those…socio-political structures and institutional settings which divide 

women by class, race, sexuality, and ethnicity (Landry and Maclean, 1993, 

p.12; quoted in Lewis and Mills, 2003, p.694). 

 

It is in this framework of historically materially contextualizing women’s social 

movements that I analyse feminism in Ghana’s postcolonial contexts. Mama (2001) 

suggests that “feminism signals a refusal of oppression, and a commitment to 

struggling for women’s liberation from all forms of oppression – internal, external, 

psychological and emotional, socio-economic, political and philosophical” (p. 59). In 

other words, as Mohanty (1988) cautions, we must guard against the uncritical 

application of universal notions of oppression on women.  Accordingly, in this 

chapter, I cautiously conflate third world feminism with black feminism, African 

feminism and postcolonial feminism because they share similar conceptual tenets as 

‘other feminisms’. Their theoretical departures from mainstream feminisms are 

similar, while some (of the feminisms) give specific material, historical and cultural 

contexts to their activism. Carole Boyce Davies’ (1986) famous definition of African 

Feminism aptly describes the feminism I discuss in this dissertation.  
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African feminism...recognizes a common struggle with African men for the 

removal of the yokes of foreign domination and European/American 

exploitation. It is not antagonistic to African men but challenges them to be 

aware of certain salient aspects of women's subjugation which differ from the 

generalized oppression of all African peoples... [it] recognizes that certain 

inequities and limitations existed/exist in traditional societies and that 

colonialism reinforced them and introduced others...It acknowledges its 

affinities with international feminism, but delineates a specific African 

feminism with certain specific needs and goals arising out of the concrete 

realities of women's lives in African societies... [it] examines African societies 

for institutions which are of value to women and rejects those which work to 

their detriment and does not simply import Western women's agendas. Thus, it 

respects African woman's status as mother but questions obligatory 

motherhood and the traditional favoring of sons... it respects African woman's 

self-reliance and the penchant to cooperative work and social organization... 

[it] understands the interconnectedness of race, class and sex oppression 

(Boyce Davies and Adam Graves, 1986:8-10; quoted in, Guy-Sheftall, 2003, 

p. 32, my emphasis). 

 

Hence, the feminism that I discuss here should also be understood as women’s rights 

political activism in Ghana.  

 

Feminism in Ghana: A Brief History 

 

While women’s political activism and women’s social movements in Africa 

are as old as, and older in some instances than, nation-states in Africa given women’s 

pivotal role in anti-colonial struggles (Tsikata, 1989), feminism is only at an incipient 

stage in many African countries
105

. Given the western origins of feminism,
106

 I 

observe that other (i.e. non-western) feminisms have qualifiers to denote the ways in 

which: a) they differ from mainstream feminism, b) they form, and accept, solidarity 

with western feminism as well as maintain critical points of departures from and 

negotiations with the terrain of the label ‘feminism’. African feminism, consequently, 
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 Here, I am referring to feminism as a movement in Africa. I use the first feminist forum 

organized in Accra as a timeline for making this statement 

106
 I.e. Feminism as a name for women’s political activism, or as a way of describing 

women’s rights activism and as a name for these activities that originates from the west. 
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is a feminism that caters to the particular needs of African women. In Ghana, 

feminism (as ‘a new’ name/term for women’s rights organizing) as a movement 

epitomizes tensions, contradictions and confusions often associated with the threat of 

the women’s movement to disrupt ‘the normal’ socio-cultural and political landscape.  

The African Women’s Development Fund (AWDF) hosted the first 

Conference of African Feminists in Accra, Ghana in 2006 (NETRIGHT, 2009). This 

landmark event made visible in a new way activities and works, as well as the 

presence of self-identified feminists, on the continent who had been organizing 

around various issues of concern to women. The conference, in my assertion, 

politicized women’s rights in the continent. The visibility of self-identified feminists 

was a political strategy, one that has greatly impacted the activities of the women’s 

movement. Following this event, the Network for Women’s Rights in Ghana, 

(NETRIGHT), supported by the Ark Foundation of Ghana, ‘an advocacy based 

women’s rights NGO’,
107

 organized a local (Ghana) feminist forum in September 

2007. Its purpose was to, “…create space in Ghana for women who were active in the 

women’s movement to clarify for themselves what they meant by “feminism” and 

how it translates into their work and social relations taking into account their 

commitment to transformational change, gender equality and social justice” 

(NETRIGHT, 2009, p.4). If feminism is understood generally as a movement for 

gender equality, dignity and social justice for women, then a history of feminism in 

Ghana will necessarily trace its origins to women’s movements that organized for 

independence and women’s rights throughout Ghana’s short history as a nation state.  

As noted earlier, women played crucial roles in Ghana’s anti-colonial 

independence struggles (Nkrumah, 1989; Tsikata, 1989; Adomako, 2008). Under the 
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 See the Ark foundation for more information at http://arkfoundationghana.org/ 

http://arkfoundationghana.org/
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Convention Peoples’ Party’s (CPP), the political party credited with leading Ghana to 

independence from British colonial rule in 1957, a women’s league, formed in 1951, 

which transitioned into the Ghana Federation of Women in 1953, was credited with 

ensuring the success of the anti-colonial campaign (Tsikata, 1989; Adomako, 2008). 

In a glowing tribute to women members of the CPP, Dr. Nkrumah said in his 

autobiography 

[...] much of the success of the CPP has been due to the efforts of the women 

members. From the very beginning women have been the chief field 

organisers. They have traveled through innumerable towns and villages in the 

role of propaganda secretaries and have been responsible for the most part in 

bringing about the solidarity and cohesion of the party (Nkrumah, 1989). 

 

In 1960, three years after independence in Ghana, Nkrumah’s CPP government 

established the National Council of Ghana Women (NCGW), which became the 

umbrella organization/institution for women and organizations on women’s issues in 

Ghana. This Council undertook various projects in the country that enhanced 

women’s roles and catered to their needs (Tsikata, 1989; Adomako, 2008). The 

NCGW put up day care centres and trained women in formal education (ibid). The 

National Council on Women and Development (NCWD), established by the 

government of Ghana in 1975,
108

 replaced Nkrumah’s NCGW. However, the NCWD 

was effectively overshadowed by the birth of what Mama (1995) calls a femocratic 

organization, the 31
st
 December Women’s Movement (DWM) in Ghana in 1982. 

Nana Konadu Agyemang Rawlings founded the 31
st
 DWM,

109
 a year after her 

husband successfully staged a coup in Ghana.
110

 The Provisional National Defence 

Council’s (PNDC) regime, chaired by Flt. Lt. Jerry John Rawlings, ruled Ghana 
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militarily until 1992 when it transitioned into a political party and, subsequently, won 

the country’s first democratically held elections in the fourth republic. The 31
st
 DWM 

has been described, and in fact acted as, the women’s wing of the PNDC. Its ability to 

successfully establish branches in all 10 regions and in very remote areas of the 

country made it a formidable galvanizing force for women’s political support for the 

regime. Femocratic or not, I argue that the 31
st
 DWM carried out important 

empowerment projects for women in line with the regime’s professed socialist 

development agenda. These included vocational training programs for women for 

cottage industries, the training of traditional birth attendants in rural communities and 

the establishment of day care centres for women. The movement also offered 

economic empowerment via micro-credit facilities to its members. A commendable 

achievement in my opinion, as far as women’s rights activism goes, is the 

movement’s role in increasing women’s political visibility in remote parts of the 

country. Despite the problematic nature of the kinds of political activity it supported 

for women,
111

 its concentration on women in rural areas is noteworthy in terms of 

how this promoted women’s inclusion (even if only in tokenistic terms) in national 

politics and nation-building efforts at the time. To this extent, the movement’s ability 

to raise women’s consciousness about political and socio-economic empowerment 

issues through participation in state organized events cannot be overlooked in 

discussions of women’s empowerment in the country. Furthermore, the movement is 

widely lauded for its role in campaigning for the promulgation of a progressive bill on 

widow’s inheritance in Ghana: the Interstate Succession Law (PNDC Law 111) on 

widow inheritance, passed in 1985 (Awusabo-Asare, 1990). This law has helped 

substantially (as far as legal provisions go) to reduce discriminatory practices against 
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women in spousal inheritance matters. While this has not stopped obnoxious 

widowhood rites in the country, it sparked some progressive (even if minimally) 

debates among traditional rulers and people in rural communities where such 

practices are commonplace.
112

  Even with this law in place, widows’ rights remain a 

serious concern for women’s rights advocates because of persisting objectionable 

cultural practices that degrade widows in some communities. The 31
st
 DWM had 

mass following and membership throughout the country when it was most vibrant 

(between its inception and the fall of the Rawlings’ regime in 2000). The movement 

was favourably appraised internationally because its work fell in line with the UN 

decade for women (1976-1985). In fact, Nana Konadu Agymang Rawlings led 

Ghana’s delegation to, and addressed the fourth world conference on women in 

Beijing (UN, 1995).
113

 In the light of the foregoing, the 31
st
 DWM clearly shares 

some of the characteristics of Mama’s (1995) concept of a femocracy, defined as  

[...] an anti-democratic female power structure which claims to exist for the 

advancement of ordinary women, but is unable to do so because it is 

dominated by a small clique of women whose authority derives from their 

being married to powerful men, rather than any action or ideas of their own. 

Femocracies exploit the commitments of the international movement for 

greater equality while actually only advancing the interests of a small female 

elite, and in the long term undermining women’s interests by upholding the 

patriarchal status quo. In short, femocracy is a feminine autocracy running in 

parallel to the patriarchal oligarchy upon which it relies for its authority and 

which it supports completely (Mama, 1995, my emphasis). 

 

However, the 31
st
 DWM also deviates from femocracies in the sense that it did not 

advance the interests of only ‘a small female elite’ in Ghana. On the contrary, it did in 

fact advance the interests of rural women in its socialist agenda. It is also contentious 
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to state that Rawlings’ wife had no ideas of her own. If anything, the opposite can be 

also be argued.
114

 

 Contradictorily, while the 31
st
 DWM carried out its women’s empowerment 

campaigns, the PNDC’s controversial anti-kalabule project targeted market women in 

big cities in Ghana.
115

 In the early 1980s, market women in major markets in the main 

cities of the country were harassed, humiliated and blamed for the country’s financial 

woes through unfair capital accumulation (Campbell, 1985). This crackdown on 

market women (markets being one of the few commercial sectors dominated by 

women) taints the PNDC’s and by implication the 31
st
 DWM’s record and its rhetoric 

of women’s emancipation and empowerment. It reveals the movement’s complicity 

with the regime’s oppressive stance towards market women, who were constructed as 

enemies of the revolution.   

In Ghana today, there are innumerable women’s groups, networks and 

organizations. Religious and faith-based women’s groups constitute the majority of 

these groups since every church (and they are uncountable) has a women’s wing or 

various women’s groups. From personal observation, these groups steer clear of 

politics and contentious women’s rights issues and focus on providing spiritual and 

religious support, alongside some economic support to their members.
116

 Nationally, 

however, three organizations, categorized as networks and coalitions, have emerged 
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as non-partisan, non-governmental, non-religious and non-ethnic national women’s 

rights organizations and networks. These are the NETRIGHT, the Coalition on 

Domestic Violence Legislation in Ghana (DV Coalition) and the Coalition on the 

Women’s Manifesto for Ghana (MWC).
117

 These organizations are feminist in 

outlook and leadership. However, they also have diverse membership and allies. 

Some of their members are not feminist and would not label their activism feminist. 

NETRIGHT acts as an umbrella organization for women’s rights and organizes 

various fora and symposia on women’s issues throughout the country, using focal 

point contact persons and offices in the regions to coordinate their activities and keep 

the national secretariat informed about women’s issues. NETRIGHT produces various 

publications on women in Ghana including the ‘Compilation of a Yearly Review of 

the Status of Women in Ghana 2003-2008’, ‘Affirming Ourselves as Women: An 

initiative of Women During Ghana’s 50
th

 Independence Anniversary Celebration’, 

and ‘Rethinking Feminism: A Report of Ghana’s First National Feminist Forum’. 

NETRIGHT has to date, successfully convened two national feminist fora in the 

country. The Coalition on the Women’s Manifesto for Ghana (CWM) is a brainchild 

of ABANTU for Development, an NGO which is, among other things, very active on 

women’s empowerment and rights issues in a number of sub-Saharan African 

countries. The CWM organized consultations with women leaders, politicians, groups 

and organizations to produce a manifesto for women in Ghana. The manifesto was 

presented to all political parties and independent candidates contesting the 2004 

elections in Ghana. The manifesto addresses the following issues of concern to 

women: “Women’s Economic Empowerment, Women and Land, Women, Social 
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Policy and Social Development, Women in Politics, Decision-making and Public 

Life, Women, Human Rights and the Law, Discriminatory Cultural Practices, Women 

and Media, Women, Conflict and Peace, Women with Special Needs, Institutions 

with a Mandate to promote Women’s Rights” (The Women’s Manifesto for Ghana). 

The manifesto speaks authoritatively for women of Ghana on the need for gender 

equality and social justice for women. The preamble states 

We, women from the ten regions of Ghana, of diverse backgrounds, religions, 

occupations, ages, resource endowments, abilities and challenges, 

Having participated in a series of meetings from June 2003 to July 2004 to 

deliberate on the situation of women in Ghana […] 

Concerned by the failure of the Ghanaian State to honour its obligations under 

the 1992 Constitution, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and its commitments under the 

Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and its Outcome Document 

(Beijing+5) and other international instruments to promote gender equality, 

with the result that decades of efforts at achieving gender equality and equity 

have yielded very little […] 

Aware that while we come from diverse backgrounds and are not a uniform 

group, all women in Ghana share the experience of gender inequalities in their 

different manifestations […] 

Rededicating ourselves to the struggle for a just, independent, democratic, 

peaceful and gender equitable society, 

Hereby adopt this Women’s Manifesto as an affirmation of our commitment to 

collective action and as an agenda of minimum demands for action on gender 

equality and equity in Ghana 

We call upon the government and its institutions, political parties and civil 

society to also commit to adopting and implementing the demands of this 

Manifesto (The Women’s Manifesto for Ghana, 2004, preamble, pages 8-9). 

  

The Manifesto seeks to speak for all women of Ghana, as exemplified by its use of 

‘We women of Ghana’. It however emphasizes the differences in women’s positions 

and locations while making it unambiguously clear that the concerns for gender 

equality contained in the manifesto matter to all women. This form of activism, 

unprecedented in Ghana’s history, signifies a crucial move by women’s social 

movements from grassroots campaigns to a direct engagement with policy makers and 

political parties on critical issues affecting women. 
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 Similarly the National Coalition on Domestic Violence Legislation (NCDV), 

formed in 2003 by women’s and human rights activists and groups, worked tirelessly 

to promote the passage of the domestic violence bill (DVB) (Adomako-Ampofo, 

2008; Manuh, nd
118

). The NCDV staged a vigorous nation-wide campaign to garner 

support for the bill. Amidst much controversy and name calling,
119

 the DVB, which 

was initially drafted by the Attorney General’s office in 2002, was passed in February 

2007. Despite its passage, there remains in Ghana strong opposition to the bill 

because of prevailing socio-cultural norms (field observation). As Tekyiwa Manuh (a 

prominent African feminist scholar and gender rights activist) describes: “during a 

protest march by Sisters Keepers, a loose coalition of NGOs formed to confront 

violence against women, some women marchers were assured by male bystanders that 

so long as women continued to step out of line, they would be (physically) disciplined 

by their partners as was proper in ‘our culture’”
120

. Opposition to the bill came mainly 

from cultural-traditional and some religious gatekeepers who claimed such bills were 

antithetical to ‘our culture’. They expressed concern over the ‘foreign nature’ of some 

of the individual rights feminists in Ghana were advocating. Given Ghana’s socio-

cultural and political contexts, a central concern for this chapter and indeed for 

participants of the study is the extent to which it is important, even though not 

necessary, to label women’s rights advocacy as feminist.  

 

Feminism in the Midst of Ghana’s Liberal Rights Discourses 
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  As Ghana expands trade and increases industrialization in the 21
st
 century, 

recent discoveries of oil have thrust the country into the world economy in 

unprecedented ways.
121

 It is obvious that Ghanaians are simultaneously reaping the 

benefits of globalization and industrialization while also holding on to and actually 

trying harder than usual to protect an authentic Ghanaian culture.
122

 To this extent, 

there are increasing street level debates over what constitutes Ghanaian culture and 

what does not, as well as how best to safeguard ‘our culture’ from imperialism and 

western cultural impositions. In particular, traditional gate-keeping attitudes with 

regards to Ghanaian culture have reached an all time high in recent times with 

increasing demands for legislation banning same-sex rights relationships.
123

 Visible 

gay couples in Ghana have been subjected to a lot of negative attention from what 

appears to be a vocal majority of Ghanaians, who blame what is seen as the audacity 

of same sex couples on feminist and human rights advocacy activities.  

The now oft cited example of how ‘far’ human rights groups and feminists are 

taking civil liberty campaigns is the recently passed domestic violence bill. Women’s 

rights leaders, especially those who self identify as feminists, are linked to same sex 

rights advocacy even though very few of them publicly express any views on the 

subject. To this extent, a not-too surprising finding is that many women’s rights 

activists, especially those who profess a religious basis for their work, distance 

themselves from the ‘outrageous lengths’ some feminists go in their activism. As 
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well, while some participants made side comments about same sex rights or joined in 

the vilification of feminists who support such rights, it was not a topic that came up 

during discussions. Nevertheless, a lot of participants made it clear that the ‘noise-

making’ type of feminism did not amuse them. Thus, some participants who 

described themselves as human rights activists steer clear of, and vehemently 

dissociate themselves from, “the feminists out there making too much noise about 

everything”.
124

  

The issue of same sex rights advocacy in Africa is fast becoming one of 

concern for many governments. It has sparked debates among aid donor-agencies and 

western governments. British Prime Minster David Cameroon recently remarked that 

Britain would likely withhold aid from African countries that do not have progressive 

legislation in place to protect same sex rights. In response to this comment, Ghana’s 

current president stated “I as president of this nation, will never initiate or support any 

attempts to legalize homosexuality in Ghana. Britain made these statements that 

reflect (its) societal norms and ideals but (it) does not have the right to direct other 

sovereign nations as to what they should do, especially where their societal norms and 

ideals are different from those which exist in Prime Minister Cameron's society."
125

  

 I bring this up to draw attention to the nexus between nationalism and 

minority rights activism in Ghana’s post-independence socio-political environment. A 

number of key women’s rights activists, who also participated in independence 

struggles and describe themselves as nationalists, in their interview responses for this 

study  see similarities between the movement for women’s liberation and for national 
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liberation from colonial rule.
126

 As my research participants point out, until recently, 

women’s individual and group rights were subsumed under Ghana’s nationalist 

agenda of securing independence for the country. Women’s social and biological 

reproductive services and roles were considered crucial to the nation-building project. 

Drawing on Benedict’s Anderson’s (1983) theory of the nation as an ‘imagined 

community’, I suggest that in Africa’s immediate postcolonial environment, the 

process of nation-building has necessarily involved a romantic re-visioning of a pre-

colonial and pre-imperial past. Such re-visioning on the part of nationalist leaders is 

limited by the selective histories that are recalled and employed in the construction of 

such a narrative. This process involves the construction of a few celebrated national 

heroes and elites who led the independence movements that toppled colonial 

administrations. The visions proposed by national leaders are imaginary narratives 

borne out of their own socio-political and personal histories and hurriedly conceived 

to stand in binary opposition (at least in terms of values) to and compete for ethical 

superiority with those of former colonizers. Subsequently, I further suggest that under 

these circumstances, the notion of a national culture and references to ‘our culture’ 

not only obliterate vast ethnic, gender and sexual differences but function as a rallying 

force for national unity. Forging national unity is particularly problematic in Africa 

given histories of colonial rule that forced very different ethnic groupings to live 

under centralized administration systems. The arbitrary colonial lines drawn by 

colonizing European powers to partition the continent in their interests separated 

clans, nations and families, thereby creating the need for nationalism to achieve any 

coherence as nation-states.  The multi-ethnic and tribal conglomerations that make up 

what is now called Ghana need a national unity story that defines those residing inside 
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certain boundaries as Ghanaians and attempts to distinguish them from “outsiders”, 

‘other’ people (who may in fact be relations) living in neighboring countries. The 

peoples of Ghana eventually concretize these constructed notions of ‘Ghanaianess’ 

especially when the threat of something ‘foreign’ is felt. Suddenly, tribal, ethnic, 

religious and linguistic differences disappear in the making of this coherent national 

story.  

 It is against this backdrop that women’s claims for rights appear to threaten 

the cohesiveness of the national narrative that is so tenuously pieced together. This is 

especially so when the national story already has a place for women - a background 

place. Women then precipitously find themselves having to negotiate for their specific 

rights by asserting their right to occupy spaces that are also culturally part of Ghana’s 

history. In the absence of this space, as discussed later, women’s rights claims can be, 

and often are, dismissed as the unwelcome influence of western cultural ideals. As 

findings from my field research show, this national psyche, which claims to be anti-

imperialist, becomes even more so when it comes to the question of women’s and 

other minority rights claims. Hence, the refrain of how western feminism is 

influencing ‘our women’ and ‘our cultural ways’ is made in a country that among 

other things ratifies ‘western made’ conventions (e.g., CEDAW), follows a 

development path that rejects African ways, and practices ‘foreign’ religions that 

demonize African cultural systems as backward and retrogressive. More importantly, 

the inherited system of centralized governance and democratic principles of 

representation are seen to be superior to the traditional chieftaincy systems of 

indigenous Ghanaians. The rule of law, inherited from colonial administration, takes 

precedence over traditional law. Within this contradictory environment, feminists are 

still negotiating the necessary conceptual space for their activism in Ghana. Working 
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in these circumstances, it is not surprising that resistance to feminism often takes the 

form of being ‘anti-imperialistic’.   

Feminism as Taboo: How Labeling works to Undermine Women’s Rights 

Activism in Ghana 

 The following responses from participants on their experiences with feminism 

string together stories of co-optation, resistance, internal dissent and fragmentation, 

imperialism and beginnings of feminism in Ghana and Africa. The excerpt below is 

from a focus group discussion with two female lawyers and a research consultant 

between the ages of 26-32. This conversation is a typical case of the focus group 

discussions on feminism that I had during my fieldwork. This excerpt serves as an 

example of many of the issues that research participants brought up.  I therefore use it 

as an entry point for analyzing various themes. Here, participants were asked about 

their experiences (including perceptions) of feminism in Ghana. 

Kasem: 

I’m not very sure a lot of people really understand what feminism is all about 

[lots of laughter from everyone in the focus group]. Personally I have always 

said that feminists are just human rights activists. That’s my opinion because 

[…] they’re not asking for more than equal rights for both men and women 

[…]. You know, so personally, I have always thought that feminists are just 

human rights activists […] I gather from my interactions with a lot of people 

[that] feminists are [placed] inside this box, that is, the ‘too known educated 

woman’ no, the ‘too known woman who thinks she has some education and 

yes, very unreasonable [woman] making unreasonable demands all the way 

and all the time, who shouldn’t be listened to at all’. She should just be seen as 

this frustrated woman who didn’t get a husband to marry and is angry at the 

whole society and everybody because they can’t find one [husband], they are 

just making excuses and trying to make it up to themselves  [laughter from 

rest] (my emphasis) 

Ayoo:  
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I totally agree with you 

Fatimata:  

I think feminists are … or when you say feminism ... what exactly do you 

mean? I don’t really know (laughter), what exactly it is, I mean I think it is 

about women having equal access as men which I think is fair. It’s about 

rights but I think the women also don’t know what it is, they think it’s about 

competing with men and not realizing that women have unique needs, and 

whatever, of their own, so I think sometimes, the [feminist] movement gets 

confused as to what really women’s issues are. There are different kinds of 

women; the rural woman’s needs are different from the needs of the woman 

here in Accra. So for me, it’s confusing frankly when they [feminists] want to 

look at all women as one and the same. We have to look at so many other 

things when you discuss women’s rights or women’s issues. I will think 

feminism in Africa should be about recognizing the roles the women have 

both in the home and out of the home as well, use that to promote harmony in 

the home and society as a whole as opposed to thinking that because a man 

has this, a woman also has to get it. It’s no competition, it shouldn’t be a 

completion, it should be about promoting women’s interests in the ways that 

will ensure their rights (my emphasis). 

Kasem:  

When I did my national service,
127

 I happened to work with a few 

organizations that had interests in women’s rights. I think when it 

[feminism/women’s rights] first started, every other woman responded 

positively to the feminist idea so they thought feminists were championing 

their cause but I think along the line, some women have come to see feminists 

as this group of women who would deceive you […] the whole effect is that 

you leave your home, then they [feminists] come and take over [laughter from 

rest]. It is [current opposition to feminism] not baseless. It’s not baseless 

because we’ve had situations […] where I was doing my national service, I 

was supposed to be a gender officer. In my interactions with some of the 

women, some of them, the local women,
128

 did say that there were some 
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feminists who would come to them and tell them ‘do this, do that, be assertive, 

don’t allow your husband to maltreat you’ and all that. They have visited those 

women and found them been maltreated and they have taken it happily 

without complaining [laughter], meanwhile they [local women] have been at 

home fighting their husbands because of what she [they, feminists] came and 

told them. Others said that the other women, feminists, would tell them ‘don’t 

allow your husband to cheat on you blah blah’ and all that only to realise that 

the husband is cheating on her [message recipient] with her [feminist]!’ so 

they were telling me, so I think for most women they are even kind of, they 

are very cynical when they see a feminist. They are very very cynical, they 

don’t really think [a feminist] is someone who is interested in their interests 

only somebody who is interested in whatever she herself is thinking.  

Fatimata:  

I also think that feminism is not a homegrown. It is sort of from the west and 

we have some NGOs supporting women’s rights and somebody hijacks the 

idea here and starts talking about feminism. But it’s not derived from going 

from some community [to assess women’s needs] […]. I will say that the 

women here are disadvantaged in a way [so there’s a need to] promote some 

equality or whatever in terms of their basic needs, work, education, health. I 

think so-called feminists’ are just opportunists, frankly. It’s not an organic 

movement that promotes women’s interests in Africa. I think it’s just hijacked 

from western donors or western organizations who have money to spend and 

people use it [feminism] as a mouthpiece to get money or get time on radio or 

TV shows, promoting their interests and not the interests of some women in 

somewhere [like] Nima or Madina or Haatso
129

 or of some child somewhere 

[…] So I’m suspicious of them [feminists] frankly […] You tend to see that 

some of these women’s organizations coming up being very active and vocal 

[and] then they are quite for sometime. You don’t see them [....] I used to 

work for a women’s organization. Feminism was one of our programs, going 

to churches, markets campaigning, but I didn’t know what the message was 

even about. Frankly, what we were telling the women in the market was that 

they should not take cheating from their husbands or whether they should 
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demand produce from their husbands. I mean we weren’t really sure what we 

were telling them and yet we were having their promotions about feminism 

and women’s rights but at the end of the day, what was the message? I wasn’t 

sure myself. 

Kasem:  

Just to add to what she said, yes, I think there’s a whole confusion as to what 

feminism is about and like she said, I think I agree with her that a lot of the 

feminists are just opportunists […] There’s this woman I know who is a 

feminist and all that, and she’s very intelligent, I admire her. She is very good 

at what she does, she’s very intelligent, she knows the gender issues when 

she’s talking about them […] She owns an organization. When I met her 

employees, [they complained about things] […] just totally different from 

what I hear from her. People get cynical, the moment she’s saying 

[something], they just know she’s saying it for donor funding, she doesn’t 

mean any of it. So […] even [when] she is telling you about empowering 

women and all that, what she was doing in her organization was really putting 

them [women employees] down and going out of her way to ensure they 

stayed down there. So I think in Ghana, it’s actually confusing. I don’t think a 

lot of feminists actually know what the women in Ghana are interested in. 

They just say what they say because it benefits them, that’s what generally, I 

think. 

Fatimata:  

I think it’s an avenue just for self- promotion in a way [laughter]. 

 

In the dialogue quoted above, a number of important themes on feminism in 

Africa are apparent, some substantiating theoretical discussions outlined earlier in the 

chapter, others discussing issues specific to Ghana’s socio-political environment – I  

discuss each of these below. 
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Labeling, Mistrust and Unmet Expectations: When the Messenger Becomes the 

Message  

 From the experiences of Kasem and Fatimata, feminists have displayed 

contradictory behaviours with regards to the messages they give about women’s 

liberation. This has inspired cynicism from a broad constituency of women who 

would otherwise support the feminist movement if they did not feel betrayed by it. 

Given that feminism is just taking root in Ghana, it is not surprising that its 

“spokeswomen” are highly scrutinized by the public. Vocally visible feminists are 

expected, and not unreasonably, to live closely by the tenets of what is perceived to be 

feminism in order to convince others to follow suit. The examples given in the 

conversation point to what many women and indeed the general public perceive to be 

hypocrisy on the part of feminists. The notion that feminist behaviours and lifestyles 

contradict their verbal messages is one of the biggest undermining threads in societal 

discourses on feminism in Ghana. Feminists are often described as uncultured 

women, hypocrites, and home breakers. 

In addition, the labeling of feminists as women who are disgruntled unmarried 

or divorced women is largely unsubstantiated by the statistics of women’s rights 

leaders/feminists who participated in this study (99.8 percent of those who self-

identified as feminists during interviews were married).  But it serves to discredit the 

movement and its campaigns. Feminists are well aware of the effects of the negative 

labeling on their activism and have various individual coping mechanisms against it. 

Faati, a feminist between the ages of 45-50 years, who has worked in women’s rights 

activism for several years and runs her own NGO for women, in an individual 

interview intimates the following with regards to labeling in feminism in Ghana: 

[…] You know they have attached some kind of bad name to feminism in 

Ghana. If you are a feminist, it means that you are a bad woman, you are 
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doing all the things that are negative […] and then they have got their own 

definition of a good woman. A good woman is [the one that says] ‘thank you 

sir, ok [imitates docility in voice] that is a their definition of a good woman, so 

now if a woman does not play within those roles or even makes a mistake to 

say I’m a feminist, wow you have just put yourself up for firing squad. 

Because they have just put a bad tag to what feminism means, feminism is 

associated with divorce rates, feminism is associated with angry women, it is 

associated with women who have no respect for men, it’s associated with 

women who might have been hurt before by a man and they are seeking 

revenge, you know, that is the kind of definition that is given to feminism in 

this country. But I think feminism goes beyond just the mere description of 

who or what your beliefs are (my emphasis). 

 

Another prominent feminist and activist, while sharing similar experiences of 

labeling, also discusses the ways in which personal characteristics of feminists play 

into the negative connotations associated with feminism. Ntikuma says,  

You see it is not in your face, the labeling i.e., at least for me, but again a lot 

of the labeling may be around characteristics that do not apply to me. I’m 

married, people who don’t know me may not know that, but I suppose people 

who know me or see me know that I’m married. In this University Space, a lot 

of people know my husband, know my children so you know, I’m a nice 

family woman which is acceptable. I guess that makes me more palatable to a 

number of people than you know, a single woman who can’t hold on to her 

man and that kind of thing, so that is one thing. I can only guess, I don’t know 

if this makes a difference because I don’t know if a lot of people know this, 

but I’m also very committed in my church space so perhaps, that might make a 

difference. I can’t tell, I don’t have any way to assess or to gauge that. Perhaps 

it makes a difference so I don’t get that [negative name-calling] in my space. I 

guess it also depends on one’s personality and the ways in which you relate to 

people. I’ve heard people being accused of being strident in the ways in which 

they talk. I haven’t heard anyone accuse me directly of being that. In a phone-

in to a particular radio program that I did, a caller said, ‘these women are too 

aggressive or too passionate about this [women’s rights]. So perhaps what I 
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have said about myself [with reference to not getting negative name-calling in 

my space] is not necessarily correct. I remember going on a march with 

colleagues once, to advocate for the passage of domestic violence legislation 

and again, you’re walking and you’re holding a placard, you’re not really 

saying or doing anything and a group of men accosting us and saying well if 

we had been their wives, they would have beaten us up or something. Again, 

in that context, we were being in your face to the extent that we were walking 

and holding placards but we had not said anything, we had not done anything 

like what I would consider to be offensive, so what do you do on such 

occasions? You can’t be aggressive or offensive. We had police protection 

when we were matching, so you just move on (my emphasis). 

 

Ntikuma’s observation that personal characteristics play a major role in the 

labeling of feminists speaks directly to the normatively set behaviour codes for ‘good 

women’ and the expectation for these good women to be ‘respectable family’ women. 

Therefore, once a woman is married and considered a good family woman, somehow 

her activism escapes the scathing accusations of being inspired by anger and desires 

for vengeance. Ntikuma’s commitment in church and religious activities also defies 

the natural connotation of feminism to the anti-church/religious rhetoric of women’s 

subservience in the society. In a lot of ways, then, as I found in the field that a 

feminist is like an everyday woman in Ghana – mostly married at a certain age, with 

family responsibilities and, in some cases, religious responsibilities as well. As with 

Ntikuma, many feminists indicated that they take their family responsibilities 

seriously. This research, accordingly, does not substantiate the accusation that 

feminists are angry women. However, it could be the relentlessness, the outspoken 

nature of feminists’ activism that stirs discomfort in people. As Ntikuma rightly 

intimates, during a protest march to advocate for the DVB, the aspersions men cast at 

them had nothing to do with the way in which they vocalised their demands since all 
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they did was march with placards. The importance placed on women’s domestic 

responsibilities largely impacts the ways in which policies for women’s 

empowerment are received. Faati also discusses how feminists coped with the name-

calling that accompanied struggles for the DVB.  

I remember when we were struggling for the inclusion of marital rape [as part 

of the DVB] in our statute books, we had state ministers, they were supposed 

to be ministers for women and children, who made comments like ‘don’t listen 

to them, they [feminists] will spoil your houses, they will spoil your 

marriages.’ Meanwhile, the people who were in the forefront of this, Angela 

Dwamena and Oye Lithur
130

 and all those people in Accra, they are married 

women, married responsible women and so for somebody to may be take one 

divorced woman from the group and then use her to discredit the movement is 

unfortunate […] I think people should begin to see advocacy, gender advocacy 

not as a private issue but gender advocacy as a collective because what might 

be good for me [may be good for] my sister in my village. If something 

happens to my sister
131

 and then we use her as the reference point and we get a 

policy or a law that changes her situation for the better, it will affect your 

sister in your village, your mother in your hometown or your colleague in 

another town.  

 

Contrary to Fatimata's views of feminists as mostly self-centred opportunists, 

feminists themselves, as exemplified by Faati’s remarks above, perceive their 

activism to be beneficial to all women, including educated, uneducated and non-

feminist alike. It must be noted that the research participants who self identified as 

feminists, were mostly middle-upper class women who theoretically have better 

access to justice seeking avenues, know the laws and are less likely to be 
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 names of some of the prominent women’s rights and human rights activists in Ghana 

131
 This does not refer to a biological sister. It is commonplace for people to refer to others as 

siblings or relatives even when/if they are not related by blood. 
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marginalized in national, community and family decision-making processes. 

Therefore, the belief that they are working in the interests of a broad constituency of 

women must be evaluated in the light of their impact on the socio-economic, political 

and cultural lives of women, especially in rural communities.  

 

Imperialism and Grass-Roots Concerns in Feminism 

 

  Fatimata’s main concerns with the movement not being ‘home grown’ 

illustrate the dilemma activists face when feminism is seen as a foreign Western 

import.  Fatimata, like other study participants, discusses the need for feminism in 

Africa to be different from what exists in the west. She is yet to see a clear difference 

between African and western feminism that will convince her that African feminists 

are not opportunists latching onto western feminist notions that may be irrelevant to 

African women to advance their own interests. Ayine, another prominent 

feminist/women’s rights advocate and academic between the ages of 45-50, agrees 

with critics that feminist activism may have harmful consequences on less privileged 

women. She calls for a critical evaluation of the impact of feminism on lower class 

rural women. 

I think we still need to do a whole lot of research to understand our socio-

economic and socio-cultural systems better to serve as the basis for our 

advocacy. I think we have a number of sharp areas that we can focus on, one 

of them being violence against women […]. So yes, there are the bottom end 

things to do with our women, to build the broader constituency so that it 

doesn’t look like it’s just us the leadership who are talking so that even when 

we talk, we get to share with them and get their perspectives and be there to 

support them as they move on. I think also that, and perhaps this is a radical 

thing for us, but we need to do this. We have always advocated for change, but 

it doesn’t look like we have sat down to think critically about the effects of 

change. What are the ripple effects of change? In change, conflict happens, 
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have we thought of managing the conflicts? When a woman gets home after a 

workshop and says I am really tired and I need a rest, today I am going to 

make sure my children go to school or my daughter is not going into that 

marriage anymore etc. Have we really worked out what it means? What it 

would mean for that woman? So we need to also do some reflections and to do 

some backtracking, there’s still a lot of work to do. I think we have made a lot 

of inroads, but there’s still a lot to be done. 

 

Ayine’s call for a re-evaluation of feminist campaigns points to the need for 

well-intentioned campaigns for women’s empowerment and rights to take differences 

in socio-economic and cultural environments into account to counter the unintended 

negative consequences of their activism. Participants who described themselves as 

human rights advocates but not feminists were of the opinion that feminists had to 

approach their campaigns cautiously. They did not agree with the wide range of issues 

feminists took on as women’s rights concerns. For instance, a post-graduate female 

student between the ages of 25-30 registered her displeasure with feminist activism in 

Ghana.  

Ama  

[…] In fact most often than not, I think some feminists in quotes in Ghana are 

making the fight more difficult. They make so much noise about nothing at all 

and we leave the most important things out. I think last year or two years ago I 

had a problem with one of them, because she was making noise about short 

skirts in church because one church came up with some whatever that if you 

wore a short skirt to church they were going to sack you from the church and 

she thought it was women’s rights abuse. It could be. But hell, that’s not what 

we are talking about! [....] You know when we are fighting some of these 

things, we assume that they know and they are infringing on women’s rights. 

But some people genuinely do not see anything wrong with what is happening. 

So if you start making noise like that the person writes you off and no matter 

the sense you make, he doesn’t take it. So I think some of them just make 

noise and it draws the whole equality thing back instead of pushing it forward. 
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I asked one of my lecturers a question like that [if she considered herself a 

feminist] and she said, if feminism is about opening people’s eyes to the other 

side of humankind, then I am a feminist. […] So perhaps it would depend on 

who we say a feminist is, if it’s about opening people’s eyes to it [women’s 

rights issues] […] then I’m a feminist. But if it’s about making noise about 

women’s rights to no avail, then I don’t consider myself one. 

 

Ama has a fleeting and tenuous relationship with feminism in Ghana. She defines 

feminism in ways that limit her involvement or alliance with it. In this case, she’s a 

context-specific feminist, or more importantly, a cautious feminist ally.  

 

Labeling as Strategy for Feminists 

 

The negative labeling and unpopularity of the movement notwithstanding, 

feminists in the study gave various important reasons why they label themselves 

feminist in their advocacy. Afia, a woman between the ages of 35-40 and a staunch 

women’s rights activist, explains that while she would not normally call herself a 

feminist, the label is important in sparking conversations about women’s rights in 

Ghana. 

I see myself as a gender advocate, but I don’t mind calling myself a feminist 

because I think people just have a bad connotation about feminism, that’s why 

they shy away but I don’t have a problem being called a feminist because for 

me, a feminist is someone who advocates against the status quo, they want to 

change things, they want new things to happen, they want improvement of 

society, they want things that are not happening for women to happen so if 

that is the definition of a feminist, I don’t see why I can’t fall in. 

For Adwoa, part of the struggle lies in self-identification as feminists 

 I don’t have any problem with being called a feminist, in fact I choose to call 

myself a feminist. I say I’m going to carry that label because in running away 
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from feminism, we also are opening ourselves out to weaken the women’s 

front and for me, the bashing of the term feminism is part of the struggle  

Naapoga, who has worked in many other countries in sub-Saharan Africa, sees many 

closeted feminists in Ghana  

For me, anybody who thinks that a woman deserves equal rights as a man is a 

feminist. And you will find a priest standing there to preach about equality and 

talking to husbands to take good care of their wives and yet when you say he’s 

a feminist he gets [uncomfortable], he blushes. I mean we don’t understand 

the word, but there are so many feminists. Of course there are different 

categories, they are radicals, maybe some of us, yes, and there are the 

moderates, you know and there are those who are just interested in seeing 

good things happen so for me it is a good word and everybody who is human 

should be feminist when it comes to dealing with other human beings, yea 

[…]  

Naapoga’s therefore sees lots of opportunity for dialogue and for recruiting allies for 

women’s empowerment through a broad definition of the feminist agenda within 

Ghana’s socio-cultural context. 

 

Generational Differences in Women’s relationships to feminism 

 

A significant finding that provides an opportunity for expanding feminist 

theorising in the third world is the generational differences in participants’ self-

identification and involvement with feminism. Ninety-eight percent of women who 

participated in my individual interviews (between the ages of 35-70) identified 

themselves as feminists while ninety percent of focus group participants (between the 

ages of 25-45) characterized themselves as non-feminists. In many instances, as 

indicated by Ama’s contribution quoted above, FGD participants hesitated to even 

apply the label feminism to their activism or to their beliefs in women’s equality and 

rights. In contrast to FGD participants, most individual interviewees are highly 
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experienced and prominent women’s rights advocates, activists and leaders in Ghana. 

Some of these women explained the basis for self-identifying as feminists as 

emanating from a desire, on their part, to fight just as strongly for women’s rights as 

they did against colonialism and imperialism. Having fought hand in hand with men 

on a united front to end colonialism and imperialism on the principles of equality and 

self-determination for peoples everywhere, the urge to struggle for gender equality 

comes effortlessly to these participants. They consider themselves and their 

compatriots as mothers of Ghana and describe the many sacrifices they made, and 

continue to make, to ensure the nation has sufficient labourers and citizens to continue 

with Ghana’s nation building efforts. Participant employment of the ‘mothers of the 

nation’ rhetoric mirrored postcolonial African leaders’ appraisal of women’s role in 

anti-colonial efforts. For instance, Dr. Nkrumah described women who contributed 

significantly to the CPP’s victory, as “mothers of the nation, the beauty that graced 

the homes and the gentleness that soothed men’s tempers” (Mama, 1997, p. 55; 

Tsikata, 1989). 

   This group of women, the more radical gender equality/women’s rights 

advocates, is clearly more outspoken than the younger generation of women. The 

latter appear weary about being labeled as aggressive and angry.  In a focus group 

discussion with women between ages of 25-34, participants intimated that because 

they were mostly still searching for suitable male spouses, they were strategic in 

avoiding being labeled as feminists (that is: bad troublesome women) in order not to 

be perceived as undesirable wife-material. This challenge is compounded by the 

acquisition of higher educational credentials, achievements that make it even more 

difficult to find suitable spouses.
132

 Furthermore, these younger women interpret 
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 This is discussed in some detail in the chapter on women’s higher education in Ghana 
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feminism as an oppositional discourse to femininity and traditional gendered codes of 

behaviour. This constrains the choices they feel they can make as females. For 

instance, participants would often say ‘I am an empowered woman alright, but I don’t 

want to pay the bills and I want a man to pay for me at the restaurant’. There is, 

therefore, the assumption that wanting to do these things compromises one’s feminist 

leanings and makes them bad feminists or non-feminists.  

 

Conclusion: Feminism in Africa: A Site for Counter-Narrative Tropes 

 

 As the foregoing discussion demonstrates, the tensions elicited by the use of the 

term feminism tend to fragment the women’s movement in Ghana. Hence, the extent 

to which feminism can be a rallying force for women’s rights depends largely not 

only on the campaign theme, but on the approach feminists adopt to broaden the 

support base for the campaign. The campaign for the Domestic Violence Bill caused 

numerous fragmentations in the ranks of the women’s rights movement. It is, clearly, 

the boldest and most contentious campaign initiated by women yet. Since women are 

considered homemakers, feminists’ advocacy for a bill that was seen by many as 

threatening the traditional stability of marriages, families and homes struck a cord in 

the national consciousness of Ghanaians. As demonstrated in the foregoing, the 

campaign evoked an ‘us versus them’ binary leading to a charged atmosphere of 

name-calling and insults for leaders of the women’s rights movement in Ghana. 

I suggest that the passage of the bill, but most importantly the campaigning 

process for the bill, has paved the way for minority rights’ liberalization discourses in 

the country. This event, and similar ongoing contentious campaigns for same sex 

rights, provoked nation-wide conversations about culture, law and gender justice in 

unprecedented ways. The nation-wide interests, debates, negotiations and lobbying 
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this bill generated are truly historic. It challenged dominant taken-for granted 

religious and cultural notions of the ‘sanctity’ of marriage, particularly the inclusion 

of marital rape (a section later taken out)
133

 in the bill. The main engineers of the 

campaign for the DVB strategically worked across class, ideological and religious, 

party and gender lines to gain support for the bill. By making it a collective national 

issue – a women’s right, but most importantly a human right issue – activists for the 

DVB were successful in calling on liberal rights discourses as legitimate grounds for 

protecting women from domestic violence and abuse. There were nuanced challenges 

in assessing the type of support, or reservations, that various groups expressed for the 

bill. On the one hand, many religious institutions and groups approached it as a moral 

issue that needed to be dealt with in accordance with religious and cultural moral 

standards embedded in community and religious moral norms and mores. Many of 

these groups were more worried about preserving the institution of marriage, which 

they saw as coming under severe attack from the proponents of this bill. The success 

of the campaign to pass the Bill hinged on careful planning, ally gathering and the use 

of media, including photographic evidence of the effects on domestic violence, to 

appeal to both the moral sensibilities and sympathies of men and women alike. 

Reaching across difference was crucial in garnering support for the bill. However, 

ultimately, the compromise reached to remove the component of marital rape speaks 

to the strength of traditional norms in Ghana.  

Overall, feminism in Africa can be analysed as a movement that embodies 

multiple counter-narrative tropes. First, it is a counter-narrative to the national unity 
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 From what I gathered while in the field, the section on marital rape was removed as a 

compromise for passing the rest of the bill because of the controversies and tensions its 

inclusion caused. Feminists spoke about being realistic in terms of what was possible at this 

time. It is my understanding that the women’s movement is working at campaigning for this 

in the near future.  
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story. It interjects this story by questioning patriarchal cultural norms that lead to 

gender inequality. Furthermore, while it seeks allies within transnational contexts, it 

also challenges and disrupts dominant (western) hegemonic bourgeois feminist 

ideologies and also simultaneously acts as a site upon which a counter-narrative of 

non-feminist women’s activists can be produced. 

 As discussed, feminism in Ghana goes beyond a narrow definition of issues 

limited to women’s equality with men, but to broader issues of citizenship and full 

democratic participation in political, social, cultural and economic decision-making 

processes. Framed in this way, issues surrounding Ghana’s fledgling feminist 

formations and conceptual space also provide a lens for analysing global indices of 

power and inequality as well as of discourses of women’s lives in the global south. 

Women’s political engagements have historically gone beyond a focus on women’s 

issues alone (Mama, 1997, Adomako-Ampofo, 2008).  

Feminists in particular (as participants in this study show) must learn how to 

appropriate or re-appropriate discourses of ‘mothers of the nation’ to emphasize the 

“natural” rights they have to state protection from all forms of rights violations. 

Women in the third world can claim rights as citizens (not ‘special’ or differential 

rights), deserved on the grounds of their contributions to the building of the nation-

state (helping to free it from the shackles of colonial rule and reproducing it 

biologically, socially and culturally). By thoroughly engaging with the idea that they 

have been marginalized in nation-building efforts and by claiming space as citizens 

who contribute to the nation–state, feminists in Africa have a unique opportunity to 

turn the fortunes of women around. By working within ‘forgotten’ structures and 

discourses of empowerment – that includes using their influence in traditional spheres 
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and resisting the false binary of 'us versus them' – Ghanaian women will be well-

positioned to make women central players in state affairs.  
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Chapter 9 

Conclusion and Directions for Future Research 

 

This study examined women’s rights and empowerment discourses in Ghana 

through an exploration of the interconnected themes of identity, culture, human rights, 

education, and feminism. Situated within a postcolonial African feminist theoretical 

framework, and using primary in-depth individual interviews and focus group 

discussions, the study examined the socio-political, cultural and economic contexts 

within which women’s rights and empowerment projects are understood, promoted 

and negotiated. This project centralizes the realities of African women as knowing 

subjects, in tackling issues of marginalization, oppression and disempowerment. 

Findings indicate that women’s experiences of, and with, marginalization and 

oppression point to paradoxical discourses embedded in local ethnic/cultural and 

national structures as well as in unjust global socio-economic and political economic 

structures and policies that exacerbate women’s subordination. This was done through 

a methodology of closely examining the economic, colonial, socio-cultural, political 

and religious ideologies that sustain women’s statuses as subordinate others in 

Ghanaian society.  

A key contribution of this project is its departure from the majority of studies 

that focus on problematizing the lives of rural illiterate sub-Saharan African women. 

This research demonstrates that these kinds of studies inevitably contribute to 

sustaining the notion of the African woman as impoverished, oppressed and voiceless 

who are objects of development and academic research. Subsequently, this study 

focused on the experiences of highly educated women and women’s rights activists. A 

primary objective achieved through this is the contribution of African women’s voices 

to knowledge about their lived experiences as strategic subjects in their socio-cultural 
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and political terrains.  To a large extent, therefore, this account is a counter-narrative. 

By presenting the voices of the non-stereotypical African woman, this project heeds 

the calls of African feminists to reclaim spaces within which the voices and 

experiences of African women count in the knowledge that is produced about them. I 

understand that counter-narratives can drift into revisionist or romanticized projects of 

the past. Subsequently, this study cautions that while counter-narratives provide a 

necessary balance to knowledge about marginalized groups, romanticized revisionist 

narratives can do more harm than good.  

The narratives presented in this study are neither only African nor only 

women’s in the sense that this account does not endorse essentialism of race or 

gender. However, as subjects who embody multiple identities, participants’ narratives 

speak to their continuous struggles to overcome cooptation by African exceptionalist 

discourses and Universalist gender discourses. The strategies in the politics of African 

women are continually evolving. Their loyalties to race or sex do not forbid them 

from appropriating contradictory discourses to stake claims to rights and meaningful 

livelihoods. Below, I highlight key findings and contributions from this study and 

point to directions for future research.  

 

1: Women’s Empowerment Within the Postcolony 

 

Empowerment is a ubiquitous term in development rhetoric. As discussed in 

the study, the notion of women’s empowerment is interpreted from a functionalist 

perspective to refer to a process of enhancing women’s normatively ascribed gender 

roles in society. In other words, when women’s liberation and empowerment appear 

to conflict with normative gendered expectations, such empowerment is perceived as 

a threat to the harmonious socio-cultural status quo. In the context of this study, 
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findings have suggested that, as a result of historically deliberate processes of 

disempowering women, i.e. the gradual erosion of the powers and influences of 

women wrought by economic, colonial and socio-cultural and political processes, 

empowerment needs to be approached transformatively. Findings from this study 

point to the fact that women’s empowerment in the African postcolonial context has 

to be about increasing women’s power and influence. This means recognizing and 

making use of women’s spheres of influence, as opposed to seeking to uncritically 

transport ‘western’ notions and ideals of empowerment to African women. Therefore, 

increasing the influence of women should not translate into a simultaneous reduction 

in the powers of men per se.  Simply put, empowerment of women should not lead to 

the disempowerment of men. The aim/goal of empowerment should not be a rotation 

of the status quo, but the transformation of those underlying structures that encourage 

inequality. The study concludes that given Ghana’s particular postcolonial contexts, 

women’s empowerment should be a dialogical process of critically engaging with 

local, national and global patriarchal power structures and imperialist ideologies.  

 

2. Human Rights, Individual and Collective Rights  

 

Another crucial contribution of this study is in the area of women’s individual 

rights advocacy within Africa’s collective and communitarian socio-cultural 

environment. This research has drawn attention to the tensions that women’s 

individual rights advocacy raises in an environment where communitarian rights are 

expected to trump individual rights. Findings highlight the unique challenges that 

women’s rights leaders face in advocating minority rights in Ghana’s postcolonial 

political landscape where women’s sexual rights are considered ‘un-cultural’ and 

western and, therefore, threatening to the national narrative. The study provides 
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crucial insights into how global discourses of rights provide leverage to 

simultaneously challenge and politicize colonial discourses of race and gender in sub-

Saharan Africa. This research has revealed the patriarchal traditions embedded in both 

the UDHR and the ACHPR and argues that global economic inequalities reinforce 

local oppressive cultural customs that marginalise women and contribute to rights 

violations. This leads to a conclusion that more research needs to be conducted on: a) 

specific ways in which the UDHR’s focus on first generation rights renders women’s 

rights advocacy in low-income countries counterintuitive b) how global macro-

economic policies directly lead to violation of women’s individual and collective 

rights in postcolonial societies and c) effective strategies that women’s rights 

advocates employ in negotiating individual rights for women without exposing 

women (beneficiaries) to the dangers and risks of ostracism in their societies for 

‘washing their dirty linen’ in public.  

 

3: Feminism 

 

Feminism in Ghana, as in other African countries, carries a western imperial 

baggage. There’s a general feeling among Ghanaians that feminism as a movement is 

‘western’. Its objectives are perceived to be antithetical to African cultural values. 

This study has explored perceptions and responses to feminism and feminist 

campaigns in Ghana, as well as the conceptualisation of feminism in Ghana. This 

study found that while some women’s rights leaders reject the label ‘feminist’, others 

find self-labeling a political act and part of the social change process. It is significant, 

however, that feminists who participated in this study made it clear that their 

feminism differed from western feminism only to the extent that it was cognizant of 

the local socio-cultural environments in which they worked. There are three notable 



 211 

contributions in this regard.  First, there are generational differences in women willing 

to label themselves feminist. Older-generation women –women familiar with Ghana’s 

immediate pre-colonial situation – were more likely to self-identify as feminists while 

younger women (between the ages of 25-35) hesitated to neither label themselves 

feminist nor align themselves with feminist agendas. This has implications for 

language use in women’s rights advocacy in the country. Second, feminism in Ghana 

is mostly an urban and elite phenomenon - self-identifying feminists are mostly 

educated and highly successful women living in urban areas. This notwithstanding, 

they represent women’s interests across the country through an elaborate network of 

alliances with the innumerable women’s groups in Ghana. Their engagement with 

policy makers at the national level is crucial to ensuring that women’s concerns are 

effectively represented in national development planning.  Finally, beyond this 

engagement, their representation of “all women’s concerns” in the country provokes 

questions around how their activism affects the not-so-privileged women in the 

country. To this extent, more research is needed on how feminist campaigns affect 

economically marginalized women in the rural areas of the country. In other words, 

how well intentioned programs may in fact negatively impact women in their local 

communities.   

 

4. Women’s Identity Constructions 

 

Findings from this study suggest that contextualising the strategic construction 

of what is oppressive or liberating is crucial to understanding the identities of women 

in the third world in relation to power, self-determination and subjectivity. It is true 

that reproductive labour constitutes an important mechanism of validation for many 

women in sub-Saharan Africa, as research participants noted. However, it is clear 
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from participant narratives that while this process of validating women’s identities is 

not natural, it is strategically important to women nonetheless. Therefore, when these 

strategically constructed identities are appropriated discursively to refer to a natural 

affinity with nature and care giving, it strips the process (of strategically constructing 

and performing these identities) of individual and group agency and subjectivity. In 

other words, it simplifies an otherwise complex interwoven relationship and 

engagement with power at community, national and global levels. Referring to 

women’s connections to domestic labour as natural also problematically essentialises 

women’s bodies and experiences as far as domestic labour is concerned. 

  

Conclusion 

 

In sum, this study opens up several avenues for future research. A number of 

relevant themes brought up by participants during interviews could constitute starting 

points for future academic research and conversations about women’s rights and 

empowerment in sub-Saharan Africa. For instance, the extent to which women’s 

participation in, and encouragement of, practices like widow-hood rites, bride-wealth 

payments and female circumcision facilitate patriarchal systems that reinforce 

ideologies of women’s subordination and women’s bodies as owned by their 

communities.  

Furthermore, findings from this project point to deep influences of religious 

beliefs and practices on women’s conceptions of empowerment and rights, especially 

with regards to sexual rights. While religion in western feminist literature is viewed as 

oppressive to women, my study finds that women’s rights leaders in Ghana find 

tremendous support in religious doctrines. For instance, self-identified Christian 

participants of the study referred constantly to the Bible as a tool of emancipation for 
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women since in it God speaks of creating man and woman equally. Women’s 

leadership in Pentecostal churches in Ghana is also an interesting phenomenon that 

requires in-depth analyses. Two potential research questions in this regard are: a) to 

what extent does women’s leadership in Christian Pentecostal churches contribute to 

deconstructing normatively ascribed gender role expectations?  b) how does the 

dialectical relationship between capital and religion in Africa’s postcolonial society 

impact conceptions of women’s empowerment and minority rights? Finally, it is 

important to reiterate that because culture plays a crucial role in women’s lives, 

continuous interrogation of the purposes it serves, the power involved in its 

invocation and its potential to silence progressive dialogue of women’s rights remains 

a crucial strategy in women’s rights advocacy in the African postcolony.  
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Appendix 1. 

Age 

range Occupation Ethnicity Marital status Religious Affiliation Sex 

 20-24 Graduate Student akan Single Christian Male 

 20-24 Military officer akan Single Christian Female 

 20-24 Graduate Student Ga Single Christian Male 

 20-25 Graduate Student akan Single Christian Female 

 20-25 Graduate Student akan Single Christian Female 

 25-29 Military officer akan Single Christian Female 

 25-29 Graduate Student Ashanti Single Christian Male 

 25-29 public servant Dagao Single Christian Female 

 25-29 Graduate Student Konkomba Single Christian Male 

 25-30 Graduate Student akan Single Christian Female 

 25-30 T A, Grad std. Brong/Akan Single Christian Female 

 25-30 Graduate Student Kasem Single Christian Female 

 25-30 Lawyer Kusasi Single Christian Female 

 25-30 Student mamprusi Single Christian Female 

 

30-34 

Public Servant, business 

woman Dagao Single Christian Female 

 

30-34 

Public Servant, business 

woman Dagao Single Christian Female 

 30-34 Military Officer Dagao Married Christian Female 

 30-34 Military officer Ewe Married Christian Female 

 30-34 Lawyer Ga Single Christian Female 

 30-35 Administrator Dagao Married Christian Female 

 35-39 Librarian, Graduate Student ewe Married Christian Female 

 

35-39 Teacher 

Kasena-

Nankani Single Christian Female 
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35-40 Development Worker akan Married Christian Female 

 35-40 Lawyer Ewe Single Christian Female 

 35-40 Administrator Krobo Married Christian Female 

 

40-44 

Teacher, Human rights 

activist, Development worker Dagao Single Christian Female 

 40-44 Development Worker Lobi Married Christian Male 

 40-45 Development Worker akan Separated Christian Female 

 50-54 Financial Controller akan married Christian Female 

 50-54 Broadcaster, Film Maker Dagbani Single Christian Female 

 50-54 Lawyer Ewe Married Christian Female 

 50-54 Professor Frafra Single Christian Female 

 

50-54 

Gender activist, teacher, 

journalist, social worker Kusasi Married Christian Female 

 50-55 Professor Akan Married Non Female 

 

50-55 

Educationist, Consultant, 

Human rights advocate, development 

worker, Philanthropist Dagao Married Christian Female 

 

55-60 

politician, public servant, 

women's rights activist dagao Widowed Christian Female 

 55-60 Development Worker not indicated Married Muslim Female 

 

55-60 

social worker, retired 

diplomat, human rights advocate 

Nzema, grew 

up in takoradi Widowed Christian Female 

 60 -  Lawyer Akyem Married Christian Female 

 61- Philantropist Dagao Widowed Christian Female 
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Appendix 2 

Combined Letter of Information and Consent Form (for Focus Group 

Discussions) 

Project title:  De-linking Women’s Identities from Reproductive Labour: Education 

as   Strategic Empowerment for African Women
134

 

Researcher: Sylvia Bawa, Department of Sociology (PhD Candidate), Queen’s 

University,   Canada 

Purpose:   

  My study will examine the impact of traditional notions of womanhood on 

women’s capacities to empower themselves through the attainments of higher 

education. The objective of this study is to highlight and critically investigate gender 

inequality in Ghana through analyses of women’s higher education in Ghana. The 

project aims to highlight the ways in which gender role expectations and socialization, 

as well as discourses of gender, impact the higher educational attainments, and 

subsequently empowerment, of women in Ghana.  

 I am by this letter requesting your kind participation in a focus group 

discussion on the above subject. The focus group discussion should take no longer 

than two hours. There are no known risks to participating in the study. Your 

participation in this study is voluntary and you are free to withdraw yourself and data 

from the study at any time. You can also request that your data be destroyed, and not 

included in the final report, even after the completion of this study. A summary of the 

findings from this study will be made available to participants upon request. Should 

you choose to participate in this study, you are not obliged to answer any questions or 

discuss any issues that you find objectionable or which make you feel uncomfortable.  

 Your responses will be recorded on an audio-recording device for the purposes 

of transcription and analyses after the completion of the focus group discussion. In 

addition to me, my supervisors will have secondary access to the data through me. 

However I will be the only person with access to the physical raw data. There will be 

no identifiable labels used in the transcript of these focus group discussions. This is to 

                                                           
134

 This was an earlier title for the study 
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protect your anonymity and ensure confidentiality. Furthermore, you will be given a 

pseudonym to ensure maximum protection of your privacy. These tapes and 

transcribed data will be kept under lock and key in a filing cabinet in my campus 

office at Queen’s University, until the study is completed. Once the study is 

completed these tapes may be kept for references only and will not be kept longer 

than 3 years after the study is completed. After this time, tapes will be burnt and 

transcripts and other documents confidentially shredded; data files stored on password 

–protected computers will also be permanently deleted.  Reports of this study will 

aggregate interview and focus group discussion data and will not discuss individual 

interviews. However, quotations from individual interviews and discussions will be 

used to substantiate discussions relating to various themes in my PhD dissertation. 

Unless otherwise advised, your signature below also gives me your kind permission to 

quote your words directly and anonymously for purposes of the study.  

  Research data will be used primarily to complete my PhD dissertation at 

Queen’s University. Second, academic papers based on research data will be 

presented widely at academic conferences and/or in open access publications relevant 

to the digital library community. There may be need for secondary use of data that is 

already transcribed. Should there be such a need, all necessary confidentiality 

procedures shall be followed to ensure that your privacy and confidentiality are 

protected. For instance, all transcribed data will be stripped of any identifying 

characteristics and as such will be fully anonymous. 

  Should you choose to participate in this study, your signature below indicates 

that you understand these provisions around confidentiality and anonymity, as well as 

of the fact that your participation is voluntary. You are at liberty to withdraw yourself 

and your data from the study at any time. Furthermore, your signature below indicates 

that you are aware that you may contact the principal researcher, or the faculty 

supervisor or the department head or the General Research Ethics Board if you have 

any questions, concerns or complaints about the research procedures. Kindly find 

their contact information: 

Principal investigator: Sylvia Bawa, Department of Sociology, Queen’s 

University, Kingston, Ontario, Canada.   sylvia.bawa@queensu.ca 
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Department Head: Dr. Vincent Mosco, Department of Sociology, Queen’s 

University. moscov@mac.com. Tel: (613) 533-6000 ext 77152  

 Faculty Supervisor: Dr. Catherine Krull, Department of Sociology, Queen’s 

University. ck11@queensu.ca. Tel:  (613) 533-6000 ext. 74449 

        General Research Ethics Board Chair – Dr. Joan Stevenson, 533-6081, email 

chair.GREB@queensu.ca   

 

                    Your signature below indicates that you have read this Letter of 

Information and consent and have had any questions answered to your 

satisfaction. Please keep a copy of this letter for your records. 

 

Name: ___________________________ 

 

Date: ____________________________ 

 

Signature: ________________________  

 

Your signature above also gives me permission to record the discussion on an audio 

recording device. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:moscov@mac.com
mailto:ck11@queensu.ca
mailto:chair.GREB@queensu.ca
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Appendix 3 

Combined Letter of Information and Consent Form (for face to face individual 

interviews) 

Project title:  De-linking Women’s Identities from Reproductive Labour: Education 

as   Strategic Empowerment for African Women 

Researcher: Sylvia Bawa, Department of Sociology (PhD Candidate), Queen’s 

University,  Canada 

Purpose:   

  My study will examine the impact of traditional notions of womanhood on 

women’s capacities to empower themselves through the attainments of higher 

education. The objective of this study is to highlight and critically investigate gender 

inequality in Ghana through analyses of women’s higher education in Ghana. The 

project aims to highlight the ways in which gender role expectations and socialization, 

as well as discourses of gender, impact the higher educational attainments, and 

subsequently empowerment, of women in Ghana.  

 I am by this letter requesting your kind participation in an interview on the 

above subject. The interview should take no longer than two hours. There are no 

known risks to participating in the study. Your participation in this study is voluntary 

and you are free to withdraw yourself and data from the study at any time. You can 

also request that your data be destroyed, and not included in the final report, even 

after the completion of this study. A summary of the findings from this study will be 

made available to participants upon request. Should you choose to participate in this 

study, you are not obliged to answer any questions or discuss any issues that you find 

objectionable or which make you feel uncomfortable.  

 Your responses will be recorded on an audio-recording device for the purposes 

of transcription and analyses after the completion of the interview. In addition to me, 

my supervisors will have secondary access to the data through me. However I will be 

the only person with access to the physical raw data. There will be no identifiable 

labels used in the transcript of these interviews. This is to protect your anonymity and 

ensure confidentiality. Furthermore, you will be given a pseudonym to ensure 

maximum protection of your privacy. These tapes and transcribed data will be kept 



 238 

under lock and key in a filing cabinet in my campus office at Queen’s University, 

until the study is completed. Once the study is completed these tapes may be kept for 

references only and will not be kept longer than 3 years after the study is completed. 

After this time, tapes will be burnt and transcripts and other documents confidentially 

shredded; data files stored on password –protected computers will also be 

permanently deleted.  Reports of this study will aggregate interview data and will not 

discuss individual interviews. However, quotations from individual interviews will be 

used to substantiate discussions relating to various themes in my PhD dissertation. 

Unless otherwise advised, your signature below also gives me your kind permission to 

quote your words directly and anonymously for purposes of the study.  

  Research data will be used primarily to complete my PhD dissertation at 

Queen’s University. Second, academic papers based on research data will be 

presented widely at academic conferences and/or in open access publications relevant 

to the digital library community. There may be need for secondary use of data that is 

already transcribed. Should there be such a need, all necessary confidentiality 

procedures shall be followed to ensure that your privacy and confidentiality are 

protected. For instance, all transcribed data will be stripped of any identifying 

characteristics and as such will be fully anonymous. 

  Should you choose to participate in this study, your signature below indicates 

that you understand these provisions around confidentiality and anonymity, as well as 

of the fact that your participation is voluntary. You are at liberty to withdraw yourself 

and your data from the study at any time. Furthermore, your signature below indicates 

that you are aware that you may contact the principal researcher, or the faculty 

supervisor or the department head or the General Research Ethics Board if you have 

any questions, concerns or complaints about the research procedures. Kindly find 

their contact information: 

Principal investigator: Sylvia Bawa, Department of Sociology, Queen’s 

University, Kingston, Ontario, Canada.   sylvia.bawa@queensu.ca 

Department Head: Dr. Vincent Mosco, Department of Sociology, Queen’s 

University. moscov@mac.com. Tel: (613) 533-6000 ext 77152  

 Faculty Supervisor: Dr. Catherine Krull, Department of Sociology, Queen’s 

University. ck11@queensu.ca. Tel:  (613) 533-6000 ext. 74449 

mailto:moscov@mac.com
mailto:ck11@queensu.ca
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        General Research Ethics Board Chair – Dr. Joan Stevenson, 533-6081, email 

chair.GREB@queensu.ca   

 

                    Your signature below indicates that you have read this Letter of 

Information and consent and have had any questions answered to your satisfaction. 

Please keep a copy of this letter for your records. Your signature below also gives me 

permission to record the interview on an audio recording device. 

Name: ___________________________ 

 

Date: ____________________________ 

 

Signature: ________________________  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:chair.GREB@queensu.ca
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Appendix 4 

Recruitment Notice for Participants for Face-to-Face Interviews 

I would be most grateful if you would kindly participate in a research study on 

women’s empowerment in Ghana. I am a PhD Candidate in the department of 

Sociology at Queen’s University. I am conducting a study on women’s empowerment 

discourses in Ghana. The title of my study is ‘De-linking Women’s Identities from 

Reproductive Labour: Education as Strategic Empowerment for African Women’. 

The project examines the impact of traditional notions of womanhood on women’s 

capacities to empower themselves through the attainments of higher education. The 

objective of this study is to highlight and critically investigate gender inequality in 

Ghana through analyses of women’s higher education in Ghana.  The project aims to 

highlight the ways in which gender role expectations and socialization, as well as 

discourses of gender, impact the higher educational attainments, and subsequently 

empowerment, of women in Ghana. 

Your participation in this study will be in the form of granting an in-depth 

face-to face interview or participating in a focus group discussion on issues related to 

the topic as outlined above. The interviews and focus group discussions would last no 

longer than 2 hours. Kindly find attached detailed information and consent documents 

that provide more details of the study. Kindly contact me or my supervisor with any 

questions or comments you may have with regards to this study. Thank you. 

Name of principal researcher: Sylvia Bawa 

 Email: Sylvia.bawa@queensu.ca 

 Tel: 613-572-2292 

Name of Supervisor: Dr. Cathie Krull 

 Email: ck11@queensu.ca 

mailto:Sylvia.bawa@queensu.ca
mailto:ck11@queensu.ca
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Appendix 5 

Recruitment Notice for Participants for Focus Group Discussions 

I would be most grateful if you would kindly participate in a research study on 

women’s empowerment in Ghana. I am a PhD Candidate in the department of 

Sociology at Queens University. I am conducting a study on women’s empowerment 

discourses in Ghana. The title of my study is ‘De-linking Women’s Identities from 

Reproductive Labour: Education as Strategic Empowerment for African Women’. 

The project examines the impact of traditional notions of womanhood on women’s 

capacities to empower themselves through the attainments of higher education. The 

objective of this study is to highlight and critically investigate gender inequality in 

Ghana through analyses of women’s higher education in Ghana.  The project aims to 

highlight the ways in which gender role expectations and socialization, as well as 

discourses of gender, impact the higher educational attainments, and subsequently 

empowerment, of women in Ghana. 

Your participation in this study will be in the form of joining other participants 

in a focus group discussion relating to the topic. These discussions will last no more 

than two hours. Kindly find attached detailed information and consent documents that 

provide more details of the study. Kindly contact me or my supervisor with any 

questions or comments you may have with regards to this study. 

Thank you. 

Name of principal researcher: Sylvia Bawa 

 Email: Sylvia.bawa@queensu.ca 

 Tel: 613-572-2292 

Name of Supervisor: Dr. Cathie Krull 

 Email: ck11@queensu.ca 

mailto:Sylvia.bawa@queensu.ca
mailto:ck11@queensu.ca

