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Executive summary  

As gender and migration research expands in topics and scope, masculinities on the 

move emerges as a topic of interest to uncover how men experience their masculinities as 

changing or altering following migration and in relation to transnational communities. In the 

Netherlands, Ghanaians have become a considerable minority group with a large proportion 

of the migrant population residing in Amsterdam. This research is an attempt to understand 

how first and second generation Ghanaian migrant men define and experience their 

masculinities following migration and in relation to the hegemonic ideal Ghanaian 

masculinity. 

The research questions focus on first and second generation Ghanaian migrant men 

and how they experience their masculinity in relation to the hegemonic ideal Ghanaian 

masculinity, which holds high expectations for men to take the role of providers within the 

family. The transnational community, in Ghana and Amsterdam, is also examined with 

respect to how men experience the transnational community as impacting masculinities. 

Ghanaian migrant men’s views of Dutch culture and Dutch men are also considered.  

The field study revealed that men construct their masculinities in relation to the 

hegemonic ideal, which they fulfill and contest at times. While all men in this study 

recognized the importance of status and success, they have their own ideas about how to 

define and achieve these values. First and second-generation Ghanaian migrant men also 

have differing ideas about what it means to be a man. While first generation Ghanaian 

migrant men are more likely to fulfill the role of provider and breadwinner by contributing 

to their transnational communities through engaging in remittances, second generation men 

are more likely to define their masculinities in relation to more Western ideals of getting an 

education and thinking about the long-term. The transnational community is largely seen as 

a source of pressure for men and met with contest.  

Ghanaian men migrate to the Netherlands for various reasons, one of which is 

primarily an attempt to seek better livelihoods; the result of this migration on their 

masculinities is an increase in societal and communal expectations to fulfill their roles as 

providers and breadwinners. While some men meet these expectations, others contest them 

and seek to fulfill their lives in different ways. This study has attempted to contribute to the 

research on men and masculinity along with an understanding of the way men experience 

migration through a gendered lens.      
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I. Introduction 

1.1 Problem Statement 

 

“Look like a man, talk like a man, walk like a man, do like a man. Be responsible 

and speak like a man. Be a father figure to your kids. A father is always the man 

at home.’” (Interview with Ziyad, 39, February 13th, 2015). 
 

The experiences of migrant men are relatively understudied in work on 

transnationalism. Initially migration studies only examined men and left women out of the 

equation until the proliferation of gender within academia and research. Since the 

mainstreaming of gender, the migration experiences of women have been studied rather 

extensively in comparison to males (Sinatti 2014: 216). 

 Migration can be an opportunity for both genders to challenge and renegotiate their 

gendered identities. Research examining masculinities in Zimbabwean and Somali migrants 

in the UK and Denmark claim the impacts of migration have been harder on men in terms 

of unemployment and social mobility (Kleist 2010; Pasura 2014). Within both migrant 

groups, women have experienced improved social status as their access to employment and 

income has increased.  

It is common, though not always the case, that migrant women become heads of the 

household in the new countries they call home; as men experience downward mobility and 

struggle to find jobs that allow them to maintain the idealized breadwinner role. Men who 

are unemployed and unwilling to participate in domestic duties have experienced difficulties 

in their new countries (Mungai and Pease 2009; Kleist 2010; Pasura 2014). In these instances, 

migration has proved a more difficult experience for some men than woman. But how do 

African migrants in Amsterdam experience the hegemonic ideal masculinity for themselves? 

Do they strive to fulfill the hegemonic ideal or do they contest it?  

In January 2015, I began research on Ghanaian men living in a neighbourhood of 

Amsterdam Zuid-Oost called the Bijlmermeer. The Bijlmermeer, also known as the Bijlmer, 

is a multicultural neighbourhood of Amsterdam South-East in which a high number of West 

African migrants call home. Most Ghanaians in Amsterdam live in the Bijlmer and they have 

built a strong community there with multiple businesses, community organizations and 

churches.  

According to Arthur (2010), who conducted research on African transnational 

migrants. African transnational identities are conceptualised as constantly changing and 

adapting through the interactions of migrants within their transnational communities 

(Hibbins and Pease 2009; Pini and Pease 2013; Pasura 2014). How do Ghanaian men 

experience these changes and adaptations in relation to their ideas of what it means to be a 

man? Engaging in research on how Ghanaian men living in Amsterdam experience their 

masculinity allowed me to gain a greater understanding of male experiences of migration and 

the gendered impacts of participating within transnational communities.  
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1.2 Research question and sub-questions 

The research question of this study is: 

 

How do first and second generation Ghanaian migrant men living in Amsterdam experience their 

masculinity and how does this relate to the hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity? 

 

This research focuses on first and second-generation Ghanaian men who have 

migrated from Ghana and are now living in Amsterdam Zuid-Oost, West and Noord. I 

sought to understand how men relate to the hegemonic masculinity outlined by Ghanaian 

society, which prescribes men to take the role of breadwinner and provider and whether 

migration offers men opportunities to redefine and express their masculine identities. The 

research question includes three interrelated topics featured in the sub-questions.  

 

How do Ghanaian migrant men living in Amsterdam experience their masculinity in comparison to their 

views of Dutch men? 

This question is intended to discover how men communicate their masculine 

identities, through their actions and beliefs, in relation to Dutch men. 

 

How do first and second-generation Ghanaian migrant men perceive their ideas about masculinity as being 

affected by living in Amsterdam?  

This question examines how first and second-generation men see themselves in 

comparison to fellow Ghanaian men. It refers specifically to the similarities and differences 

of feelings of manhood between first and second-generation men. The geographic location 

of Zuid Oost is relevant for the conceptualization of Ghanaian masculinities as it is home to 

most Ghanaians living in Amsterdam.  

 

What role does the transnational Ghanaian community3 play in the way men see themselves as men? 

The purpose of this question is to discover how the Ghanaian community 

transnationally influences the behaviour and decisions of men in relation to their masculinity. 

I conceptualize the community as a socializing agent that has influence over what is 

considered appropriate and inappropriate behaviour for males.  

1.3 Social and scientific relevance 

There is currently no literature on experiences of West African male migrants in the 

Netherlands. This gap reflects a global trend as well, as literature on gender and migration 

tends to focus on women (Sinatti 2014: 216). The field is growing however, and research has 

been conducted on how Somali, Afghan and Iranian men experience migration to Europe 

(Monsutti 2007; Farahani 2012; Pasura 2014). In North America, in the United States in 

particular, there is literature on masculinity and migration of men predominantly from South 
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American countries, in line with migration trends to the region (Viveros 2001; Pribilsky 

2012; Montes 2013).  

A second gap to be filled is to understand how Ghanaian men living in the 

Netherlands experience their roles as men and whether their roles are transformed with 

transnationalism. It is known that Ghanaians living in the Netherlands are actively engaged 

with their home country. Through the sending of social and financial remittances, frequent 

travel back and forth and the establishment of multi-sighted businesses within their home 

societies, Ghanaians participate within transnational communities (Kabki et al 2004; Mohogu 

2006; Mazzucato 2008; Dietz et al 2011; Muller 2011). This research intended to uncover 

how men relate to hegemonic masculinity in a transnational context. Such as, the meanings 

men give to their participation in transnational communities. Do men experience 

transnational communities as spaces to re-negotiate their masculinities and “re-claim their 

manhood” as is mentioned by scholars discussing the crisis of masculinities (Beynon 2002; 

Ratele 2008; Uchendu 2008; Mungai and Pease 2009)? 

Lastly, this research will examine differences between first and second-generation 

Ghanaian males living in Amsterdam. Second-generation Ghanaians who have grown up in 

Dutch society have varied and sometimes opposing values than their parents. This division 

can lead to tensions between both groups and creates new emerging identities and 

masculinities among the second generation. This research will also seek to gain a better 

understanding of the way second-generation Ghanaian males who have been socialized in 

Dutch society give meaning to their masculine identities. 

1.4 Justification of Research Site 

Amsterdam is the largest city and capital of the Netherlands. Amsterdam is located in 

the province of North Holland in the west of the country. The city has a population of 

around 800,000 and approximately 2,650,000 in the urban region and greater metropolitan 

area (os.amsterdam.nl 2013). Amsterdam is an ethnically diverse city. According to various 

sources, there are over 100 nationalities living in the Amsterdam area (os.amsterdam.nl 2013; 

Balkenhol 2014).  

 The Bijlmer is one of the neighbourhoods that form the Amsterdam Zuid-Oost 

(Amsterdam South-East) borough of Amsterdam. The other neighbourhoods in Amsterdam 

Zuid-Oost are Gaasperdam, Bullewijk, Venserpolder and Driemond. Following World War 

II, Amsterdam experienced a significant housing shortage. The Bijlmer was created as a 

result of an urban expansion in Amsterdam in the 1960s (o.s.amsterdam.nl 2013). I initially 

intended to conduct my research solely in the Bijlmer. However, as I progressed and met 

new respondents not residing in the Bijlmer, I expanded my research site to all of 

Amsterdam.  

 I chose the Bijlmer because of its large presence of West African migrants in 

Amsterdam. The Bijlmer has the most Ghanaian residents in Amsterdam, second to the 

North, as explained to me by my respondents. If there were any place to study Ghanaian 

men in Amsterdam, the first practical location would be the Bijlmer.  
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1.5 Outline  

I begin by introducing the theoretical framework in which I discuss the two central 

theories I use to support my data: transnationalism and masculinity. Transnationalism and 

masculinity allow me to better understand my respondent’s experiences as migrants, as men 

and ultimately as migrant men. After my theoretical framework, I go into the methodology 

where I divulge the research questions, operationalize the key concepts of this research study 

and share my personal reflections on the study. The methodology is essential for the reader 

to understand the scope of the study and for me as a researcher to maintain a scientific 

approach.  

Following the methodology, I begin my ethnographic chapters. In chapter 4, I 

introduce the Ghanaian transnational community and the importance of church in Ghanaian 

migrant lives. I argue the Ghanaian transnational community and the church are socializing 

agents that have power to influence gender norms and practices. Since the Ghanaian 

transnational community impacts gender, it is important for understanding the hegemonic 

ideal Ghanaian masculinity. Subsequently in chapter 5, I examine the construction of 

hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity, which expects men to fulfill the role of provider. In 

chapter 6, I look at how my respondents construct their own masculinities in relation to or 

in contestation with the hegemonic ideal. In chapter 7, I deliberate on how my respondents 

experience the Ghanaian transnational community in relation to their construction of 

masculinity. In chapter 8, I examine how my respondents construct their masculinities in 

relation to life in Amsterdam and Dutch culture.  
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2. Theoretical Framework  

2.1 Introduction 

 My theoretical framework focuses on transnationalism and masculinity. I begin with 

an introduction of transnationalism and a discussion of transnational spaces, arguing that 

transnational space creates new opportunities and obligations for men to define and redefine 

their masculinities. Then I introduce masculinities in gender scholarship, arguing that there 

exists multiple functioning hegemonic masculinities at any one given time, depending on age, 

class, education and income. Lastly I discuss belonging and identity as Ghanaian migrant 

men living in Dutch society construct their masculinity in relation to the hegemonic ideal 

and to Dutch men. 

2.2 Transnationalism vs. diaspora 

The concepts of transnationalism and diaspora have emerged over the past decades 

as research lenses to view the phenomenon of international migration and the shifting of 

state borders over territories. Although sometimes used interchangeably, transnationalism 

and diaspora are two terms reflecting different genealogies. Diaspora is an older concept 

while transnationalism is fairly recent (Faist 2010: 7). While both terms refer to cross-border 

processes, transnationalism is broader than diaspora. Diaspora typically relates to religious or 

national groups living outside an imagined homeland while transnationalism is used more 

generally, such as to refer to migrants’ durable ties across countries and more narrowly, to 

capture communities and all types of social formations, such as transnationally active 

networks, groups and organisations. Diaspora can be considered a type of transnational 

community (Faist 2010: 9).  

 The term diaspora always refers to a community or group while transnationalism and 

transnational spaces and fields refer to processes that transcend international borders and are 

therefore more abstract phenomena. Transnational spaces can be understood as relatively 

stable, lasting and dense ties that extend beyond and across borders of at least two national 

states (Faist 2010: 11-13). Diaspora literature tends to focus on collective identity, the 

cultural autonomy of minority groups and the cultural distinctiveness of diaspora groups. On 

the other hand, transnational studies take their cues from public policy debates characterised 

by keywords such as social cohesion and integration (Faist 2010: 20-22). While both 

transnationalism and diaspora can be used to explain my research on migrant men, I will use 

transnationalism as it provides a better grasp of the transnational processes my respondents 

engage in such as, sending remittances and functioning within and between transnational 

churches and community organizations.  

2.3 Transnationalism 

 Transnationalism studies stemmed from an evolution of migration scholarship in the 

1990s from studying assimilation theory, focusing on nationalist discourse aiming to propel 

new migrants on their route to incorporation (Levitt and Jaworsky 2010: 130). The study of 

transnationalism followed from the recognition of social scientists that the back and forth 
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flow of people could no longer be categorized as “permanent”, “return” and “temporary 

migrants” (Glick Schiller et al 1992: 5). Establishing and maintaining links has become easier 

for migrants since the advancement of technology has created more options for 

communication (Van der Zee 2012: 31).  

A distinguishing feature of transmigrants is their continued and simultaneous 

relationships to their home and host societies. Transnationalism can be explained as the 

conceptualization of the experiences and consciousness of the new migrant population (Faist 

2010: 3). It is the process by which immigrants build social networks that link their country 

of origin and their country of settlement. Transmigrants develop and maintain multiple 

relations – familial, economic, social, religious and political that span borders. They 

participate in these various realms while continuing to become part of the places where they 

settle and as a result are not located within one physical space (Levitt and Jaworsky 2007 and 

Mazzucato 2008).  

A majority of the first-generation and arguably a portion of the second-generation 

Ghanaian migrant community living in Zuid-Oost are transmigrants. They participate in 

their societies back home by contributing socially and financially, through sending 

remittances, voting in political elections, and traveling back and forth carrying ideas and 

experiences from the Netherlands to Ghana and vice-versa. Daily communication through 

telephones, social media sites and emails, allows migrants from Dutch and Ghanaian society 

to exchange social capital such as, ideas and values and maintain their relationships in their 

respective countries of residence. 

As transmigrants function within several spheres of multiple societies they create 

complex and multiple identities that are grounded in two or more societies.  Some 

transmigrants may identify with one nation more than the other but maintain several 

identities that link them to more than one society (Glick Schiller et al 1992: 18). Many 

migration scholars have accepted that the strength of transnational ties for the first 

generation declines for their children and forthcoming generations (Lucassen 2009 and 

Kasinitz et al. 2009). Although transnational practices are widespread among the first 

generations, declining language fluency and survey findings reveal that a majority of children 

of immigrants do not plan to return to live in their ancestral homes (Alba and Nee 2003 and 

Kasinitz et al. 2009).  

I spoke with five second-generation Ghanaian youth (15-24)4 born and raised in the 

Netherlands and they did not send remittances to their families back home but their parents 

did. One respondent, David, whom I will discuss more in the later sections of this thesis, 

migrated five years ago to the Netherlands. He is now 26 and sends remittances three to five 

times a month to his family in Ghana. He has two younger brothers, the ages of 19 and 22, 

who were born in Ghana but raised in Amsterdam Zuid-Oost. His youngest brother does 

not send remittances, which David sees as a negative influence from growing up in the Zuid 

Oost and Dutch society5.  

                                                 
4 The UN defines youth as 15-24. This age bracket is most commonly designated for youth.  
5 I explain this more in section 8 
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Although the second and third generations are unlikely to participate with the same 

intensity in transnational activities, they are partially socialized with Ghanaian customs and 

culture. Socialization and social reproduction can occur across borders and boundaries in 

response to two or more social and cultural contexts (Kabki et al 2004 and Levitt and Glick 

Schiller 2004). People, values and goods from Ghana or elsewhere surround the households 

they grow up in. It is important to understand the institutional context that transnational 

relations are embedded in as it provides the norms and sanctions that guide migrant’s 

behaviour.  

For first-generation migrants, this institutional context was previously provided by 

people that surrounded them in their near environments (Smith 2007: 43). Prior to migration 

an individual may attend a community event and feel they can rely on fellow family members 

present. When one family member migrates the relationship becomes transnational and 

institutions, such as the church community, become necessary to maintain the relationship. 

The geographical distance between actors influences the capacity of these institutions to 

provide norms and sanctions that were otherwise dictated by family and the surrounding 

society (van der Zee 2012: 31). 

Throughout this thesis I view the institutional context described above as the 

Ghanaian community in Zuid-Oost. There are numerous businesses and community 

organizations, including churches, in Zuid Oost that have influence over rules and codes of 

behaviour for men and women. I discuss the impact of the church more in 3.4, “Research 

setting” section of this thesis. 

 Transnationalism can thus be understood as the acceptance that migrants’ lives and 

identities are often based in more than one society.  

2.4 Transnational spaces and remittances 

 Transnational migration takes place within fluid social spaces that are constantly 

changing through migrant’s embeddedness in more than one society (Levitt and Glick 

Schiller 2004). These areas are multi-sighted and multi-layered including both host and home 

societies, migrants and non-migrants. The flow of money, people and social remittances 

(ideas, norms, practices and identities) is dense and widespread (Levitt 2001).  

Remittances can be explained in two ways: they can be material and social. 

Remittances can be defined as a portion of a migrant’s earnings that are sent from the 

migration destination to the place of origin. Remittances are a strong visible indicator of 

migrant’s ties to their home countries (van der Zee 2012: 16). Social remittances include the 

ideas, behaviour, identities and social capital that migrants export to their home countries. 

Material remittances are in the form of goods and often hold a financial or cultural value 

(ibid). 

 

“We must not only map the circulation of material goods and ideas but understand that material 

goods are embedded in social relations. If someone sends a grill to Haiti, the grill does not stand 

in and of itself as an item of material culture that will change the material culture of Haiti… 
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The grill is a statement of social success abroad and an effort to build and advance the social 

position of Haiti” (Glick Schiller et al 1992: 10). 

 

The above quote by Glick Schiller et al. describes the social, cultural and even 

political impact of the circulation of material goods and remittances. By sending goods or 

remittances, individuals are able to prove their success to family members back home. Giulia 

Sinatti (2014: 22) conceptualizes the sending of remittances as a marker of manhood for men 

in her research on Senegalese migrants in Italy.  

In 2003, remittances sent from Ghanaians living overseas (approximately 1.5 

million), have been estimated to amount to US $1 billion (Twum-Baah 2005, as cited in 

Mazzucato 2008: 204). Although this number is likely heavily underestimated as a lot of 

remittances are brought by migrants during travel and go unregistered.   

Although both men and women send remittances, data from my respondents show 

that there is more pressure and obligation on male family members to send remittances if 

they are able to do so. Failure to send remittances can result in shame from ones family or 

community resulting in a lost sense of manhood. In this way, remittances are a gendered 

activity with more pressure placed on men.  

Mazzucato (2008) conducted research on Ghanaians living in Amsterdam using 

surveys and in-depth interviews from 2002-2005 and in Ghana from 2003-2004. The 

research focused on the double engagement of Ghanaian’s lives in Ghana and the 

Netherlands with detailed data on the importance and use of remittances by Ghanaian 

migrants. Mazzucato found three categories for the use of remittances: 1) remittances spent 

on something in hopes to generate future return such as business, housing or education; 2) 

remittances spent on subsistence and ensuring a livelihood for migrant’s transnational 

networks in Ghana; and 3) remittances spend on funerals, ceremonies and community 

development projects (Mazzucato 2008: 7). In my research I found respondent’s answers 

regarding remittances to also fall in line with these same three categories.  

Remittances play a large role in Ghanaian migrant lives. For those sending 

remittances, the effect can be social to prove success and achievement abroad and 

demonstrate care for the community of origin and family members still living at home. For 

those receiving remittances, the impact can guarantee livelihoods. But how do men 

experience the pressure to send remittances? In chapter 5, “Contesting markers of 

manhood” I explain how two of my respondents react to these pressures and how it impacts 

their lives. 

2.5 Gendered Geographies of Power 

 Now that I have introduced transnationalism I would like to discuss another 

theoretical perspective useful for understanding how men experience and respond to the 

ideal hegemonic masculinity. Gendered Geographies of Power is a theoretical framework 

introduced by Mahler and Pessar (2001). The framework is a step forward from previous 

gender and migration literature to a more distinct and nuanced examination of the 

transnational interactions between gender and migration (Mahler and Pessar 2003: 815). I 
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use this framework to understand the way migrant men experience their masculinities in 

transnationalism and how moving within transnational spaces affords men opportunities to 

redefine and reconstruct their masculinities.  

The framework features three components: 1) geographic scales, 2) social locations 

and 3) power geometries. “Geographic scales” is the first building block used to explain the 

function of gender through the spatial term “geographies”. Gender operates simultaneously 

on multiple spatial and social scales, such as the body, the family, and the state, etc., across 

transnational terrains. Gender ideologies are affirmed, reaffirmed and possibly reconfigured 

between and among these scales (ibid, 816).  

The second component is the analytical construct of “social location”. Social 

location is used to explain a person’s position within an interconnected power hierarchy. 

These hierarchies are created through historical, political, economic, geographic, kinship 

based and other social factors. Individuals are born into a social location that provides them 

with certain advantages or disadvantages. These hierarchies are not only built from national 

or supranational levels but also from class, race, sexuality and etc. (ibid, 816). These social 

locations are fluid and shift over time. However, the “social location” construct upholds that 

people, irrespective of their own efforts, are situated within power hierarchies that they have 

not constructed. A good example of this is the marginalization of black masculinities in 

North America. This topic is sensitive and under debate but from literature and media, the 

portrayal of black males has largely been negative: as drug addicts, lazy, gang members, 

deviant, dangerous and irresponsible husbands (Njemanze 224). Minority masculinities are 

always subordinated to the hegemonic masculinity of the white, middle class man. In North 

America, the minority masculinities generally discussed in literature are Black, Latino and 

other men of color6. In the Netherlands, the minority masculinities under subordination of 

the functioning hegemonic masculinity are likely Moroccan, Turkish, Suriname and 

Ghanaian among others7.  

The third component deals with the agency people have over their social locations. 

“Power geometries” is a concept originally introduced by Doreen Massey. Power geometries 

refer to the time-space compressions that place people in distinct locations regarding access 

to and power over flows and interconnections. That is to say, how individual agency and a 

person’s social location and geographic scale influences their access to and power over flows 

and interconnections (Massey 1994: 149). This helps to understand how people’s social 

locations affect their access to resources and mobility across transnational spaces but also 

their agency as initiators, refiners and transformers. Massey contends that some people are 

more in charge of these forces and processes than others. Some can exert power to their 

advantage while others are imprisoned by it (Pessar et al 2003: 816).  

                                                 
6 People of color or person of color is the term most often used in the United States to describe 
anyone who is not white.  
7 I am listing the largest minority groups residing in Amsterdam based on statistics from the Centraal 
Bureau voor de Statistiek (cbs.nl).  
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For example, a Ghanaian man who migrates to the Netherlands with a post-

secondary education is at a better advantage to find a job versus a man who has not been 

educated. Likewise, a second generation Ghanaian who speaks Dutch is better able to 

navigate their social location than a first generation Ghanaian man. These social locations are 

influenced by individual agency, such as the decision of a second-generation man to learn 

Dutch to improve his chances of employment, but remain fixed at the same time. A second-

generation Ghanaian man may be at a better advantage to find a job than a first-generation 

Ghanaian man but will still be at a lesser advantage than a white Dutch man (Houtzager and 

Rodrigues 2002: 47).  

Gendered geographies of power theory also allows men and women to question 

hegemonic notions of gender. This is particularly visible in second-generation Ghanaian 

men, who have been raised in Dutch society but influenced by the Ghanaian institutional 

context8 discussed earlier.  

 The gendered geographies of power is useful for studying gender in transnational 

spaces as it seeks to understand how any given gender regime is embedded and reinforced 

between and among multiple social and spatial scales.  

2.6 African transnational identities 

 Thus far I have introduced transnationalism, the importance of transnational spaces 

and the analytical framework “gendered geographies of power”. To move forward, I will 

discuss key features of African transnational identities I found present in the literature prior 

to my research and which have been confirmed based on my research. 

 As large numbers of educated and uneducated Africans are leaving Africa for 

Europe, the United States and Canada, Africans have become part of the transforming 

global process of migration. Many high-skilled African migrants are achieving social and 

economic mobility quickly, especially those entering Western countries to do graduate and 

post-doctorate studies (Arthur 2010: 4).  

 A central element of African transnational identity is their sense of belonging to a 

transnational community. As discussed previously, identities of African immigrants are 

embodiments of complex forms and genres of cultures and traditions that are lived 

concurrently in multiple domains in their host country and country of origin (ibid, 7).  The 

social parameters of these identities are structured in congruence with the need to preserve 

the multiple cultural sites that combine to form and affirm strongly held tribal beliefs, 

cultural heritages and legacies. This is well demonstrated by the large presence of Ghanaian 

community organizations in Zuid Oost that provide assistance, such as shelter, health care 

for undocumented workers, and youth programs, to Ghanaian migrants in their daily lives 

(Agyemang 3013: 9). 

A key organizing principle in forming transnational identities of African migrants 

also involves the advancement of their societies and communities back home. There is a 

                                                 
8 On page 13, I clarify that I view the institutional context as explained by Smith (2007) as the 
Ghanaian community residing in Zuid Oost.  
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strong sense of socioeconomic development in transnational communities. This is based on 

the belief that self-help and empowerment come through the channels of community 

resource mobilization and an altruistic ethos. The altruistic ethos involves sharing ones 

material economic assets with relatives and community members (Arthur 2010: 16). This is 

one of the principal reasons why migrants engage in social and financial remittances. Sending 

remittances demonstrates a commitment to and care for ones extended family and 

community. One of the goals of this research was to understand how men experience this 

socioeconomic commitment to developing their communities.   

2.7 Gender and Masculinities 

I have discussed the first theories relevant for my data analysis, transnationalism and 

gendered geographies of power. I have also briefly outlined the importance of belonging to a 

transnational community in Ghanaian transmigrants. To further illustrate my theoretical 

perspective I will now discuss gender and masculinities. 

 Gender can be understood as a set of socially constructed relationships that are 

produced dynamically through people’s actions. Rather than being explained as two fixed, 

static and mutually exclusive role containers, gender can be understood as a fluid 

categorization of self and others. Gender does not reside in a person but in the assignment 

of a masculine or feminine identity to their actions. The understanding of gender is 

constructed from cultural and subjective meanings, which shift and vary depending on time 

and place (Richardson 2010: 743). This is not to suggest that men are passive in the 

construction of their gender. Through their interactions, men are constantly negotiating and 

defining their gender. They are active agents in the construction and reconstruction of the 

norms of masculinity (Courtenay 2000: 1387).   

The role model analogy depicts men and women not as free agents but like actors 

following pre-scripted roles. To ‘be a man’ is to play a certain masculine role with the script 

written partly by society and partly by the individual. In this way, masculinity is a 

performance, a set of stage directions with a ‘script’ that men learn to perform (Beynon 

2002: 58). Men learn to perform through socializing agents. The family, school and the 

media inculcate and validate gender-appropriate behaviour and boys learn the male role 

through observation, initiation (even indoctrination) and feedback (ibid, 59).  

There are numerous expressions of being masculine (or feminine) and these acts are 

always interpolated by cultural, historical and geographical location. Masculinity is 

acculturated and composed of social codes of behaviour, which men learn to reproduce in 

culturally appropriate ways. These reproductions are related to and influenced by a variety of 

factors including class, age, and ethnicity. Viewing masculinity as a socially constructed 

concept allows for recognition that a man can engage in feminine behaviour and a woman 

can engage in masculine behaviour. A man can be “feminine” and a woman can be 

“masculine” (ibid, 2-5). 

Many, if not most, masculinity scholars today reject the idea of a “masculine 

essence” and focus on masculinity’s multiple and ambiguous meanings; meanings which alter 

depending on context over time (ibid, 10-13). Viewing gender as a social construction 
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resulted in the study of masculinities and male experiences as specific and varying social-

historical-cultural formations (Brod 1987 as cited in Gelfer 2014: 53). The shift towards 

viewing multiple masculinities allowed for studies to explore sexuality, class, race, physical 

ability, geographic location, sexual orientation and so on. Multiple masculinities also allowed 

for the examination of power dynamics between men and women, with feminist critiques of 

patriarchy (Walby 1990 as cited in Gelfer 2014: 53), and between men, in the form of 

hegemonic masculinity (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005, as cited in Gelfer 2014: 53). 

I use the term masculinities strategically to state that there is no one masculine 

identity. Multiple masculinities stems from the ‘multiple self-aspects framework’. The 

framework argues that all individuals are composed of multiple, contextually activated selves. 

This applies to the study of masculinity, as there is no one masculine identity. There are 

multiple positions with multiple connections to one another that at times can be 

complementary or contradictory (ibid, 44-50). Although most times, the positions held on 

being an ideal man are constructed in relation to a functioning hegemonic masculinity. 

This is relevant to my research as each respondent has his or her own idea of what it 

means to be an ideal man. Of course these ideas are relational and can be influenced by one 

another. A man may, or may not, attach similar meanings to the gendered behaviours akin to 

others in his inner circle or even someone he sees on the street. I found this particularly true 

for my research as the younger respondents who were born and raised in the Netherlands 

expressed the view that all men living in the Bijlmer share the same mentality.  

Acknowledging the presence of multiple masculinities allows for a more nuanced 

understanding of how men perceive their masculinity. If I conducted my research with the 

belief that there is only one Ghanaian masculine identity I would have missed all the other 

ways Ghanaian men experience and communicate their gendered behaviour.  

2.8 Heteronormative Hegemonic Masculinity 

The concept of hegemonic masculinity is central to the understanding of 

masculinities in society and is key to my study of male migrants. The concept was first 

outlined by Connell (1995).  

One of the ways gender is negotiated in society is through relationships of power. 

Hegemony refers to the cultural dynamics that allow a social group to sustain dominance. It 

can be defined as “the idealised forms of masculinity at a given place and time” (Courtenay 

2000: 1388). It is the gender practice that enables male dominance (Connell 1995: 47). There 

may be multiple hegemonic masculinities functioning at any time depending on race, age, 

class, education level and etc. Masculinity theorists argue that hegemonic masculinity is an 

idealised identity that is out of reach for most men. Although hegemonic masculinity is 

unattainable for most men, some men are able to align themselves more easily to idealised 

masculinities (O’Donnell and Sharpe 2000: 200). Connell argues that many men “embody a 

complicit masculinity.” Even though males may reject hegemonic masculinities, they do 

recognize their usefulness, for example for the purpose of sexual conquest (Messerschmidt 

1993: 193). Other men may fall short of these ideals but continue to pursue them, which 

creates a social ordering of men.  
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This is the principal assumption behind my research question: “How do Ghanaian 

migrant men living in Amsterdam experience masculinity in their daily lives and how does 

this relate to the hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity?” My respondents have their own 

construction of masculinity but it is in relation to the hegemonic ideal masculinity. I treat 

hegemonic masculinity is a relational concept and my goal was to understand how they 

experience their masculinity in relation to the ideal.  

Masculine identities are relational and are constructed through relations of sameness 

and difference with others that is, the feminine. To speak of hegemony and power also 

requires a discussion of subordination and lack of power. This is based on differentiating 

oneself rather than fitting into a certain position. This construction is also structured through 

a refusal of certain values and practices (Richardson 2010: 739). For example, a heterosexual 

male could say, "I'm not gay."  

Furthermore, dominant masculinities are gained through dis-identification or border 

constructions (ibid, 738). A central organizing principle of masculinity is the fear of not 

being seen as a "real man", especially in social scenarios where men scrutinize and ascribe 

meaning to their masculine performances. This frequently manifests as homophobia and 

anxiety about being associated with femininity. This border construction, "flight from 

women," is used to construct a masculine sense of self. In this way, heterosexual male 

identity acts as a 'social glue' central to male homosociability and approval, a means of 'doing 

masculinity' (ibid, 741-745). 

 I understand the hegemonic ideal masculinity through my respondent’s answers 

regarding what they see as important to being a man. To discover this hegemonic ideal, I 

asked questions like: “what does it mean to be a man in Ghanaian society?” and “what is the 

difference between a boy and a man?”  

2.10 Feelings of belonging and identity  

As mentioned previously, masculinity is the gender role men perform; it is learned 

through social agents and constructed in relation to the hegemonic ideal masculinity. There 

does not exist one essential masculinity, but rather there are multiple masculinities 

functioning at any given time. These masculinities are constructed in regards to a male’s 

geographic location as well as age, education, religion and social customs among others.  

Like any community, transnational communities also play a role in the creation of 

Ghanaian hegemonic ideal masculinity. Men negotiate these gendered roles in transnational 

contexts depending on their geographic scale, social location and power geometries. Feelings 

of belonging and identity are important for understanding how men relate to themselves and 

others as men in their communities locally and abroad.  

In their discussion of Sudanese, Kenyan and Ethiopian migrant men in Australia, 

Mungai and Pease (2009) note that respondents felt the removal from a community based 

society to a more individual society was one of the hardest parts of migration. Coming from 

a culture that is communal and family oriented to one that is individualist, materialistic and 

consumer oriented was a major hurdle for African men (109-110). Many participants noted 

the loss of community that provided nurturing, guidance and identity. During my fieldwork, 
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I spoke with three pastors from different Ghanaian churches in Amsterdam Zuid Oost and 

they all affirmed the lost sense of community followed by migration. I will discuss the 

importance of attending church, feelings of belonging and how this relates to masculinities 

in section 4, “the Ghanaian community in Zuid Oost”. 

In citing the research undertaken by Mungai and Pease, I want to be careful not to 

culturally essentialize Ghanaian men. It is likely that Ghanaian men’s sense of masculinity is 

created in relation to a collective identity tied to the Ghanaian community, West African 

community or the African community at large. However, I do not want to suggest that all 

Ghanaian men construct their masculine identities with influence by a collective identity. 

Nonetheless, belonging and identity are relevant for Ghanaian migrant men as Ghanaian 

culture is communal and the respective Ghanaian transnational community in Amsterdam 

Zuid Oost is strong (Van Dijk 2002: 182-183). 

In Masculinities and Culture, sociologist John Beynon suggests that the link to 

community is replaced by consumerism for some men. For some men this sense of 

community is replaced by a consumerist ethos that involves attaining status and a feeling of 

manhood through consuming material items. Some men may embrace this wholeheartedly 

while others may find it hard to adjust to (Beynon 2002: 110). The discussion of materialism 

is relevant in my research as the increase of men’s purchasing power with migration to the 

Netherlands has an impact on their remittance output, their sense of selves as men and their 

relationships with family and friends transnationally and locally.  

Moreover, Zygmunt Bauman (2001) discussed the tension associated with belonging 

to one’s own group (a recognisable homogenous social environment) and creating ties with 

other groups in relation to the concept of community (Bauman, as cited in Den Uyl 2010: 

182-183). The notions of belonging that go along with the sameness found in homogenous 

groups enables people to feel secure. However, this sameness of community can also have a 

restrictive quality and lead to increasing feelings of insecurity (such as through fear of 

strangers). In this way community is able to create social and spatial boundaries and become 

a source of insecurity, on the other hand community can also serve as a source of security 

(Den Uyl 2010: 182). This is relevant especially for second-generation Ghanaian migrant 

men, who have grown up with dual value systems from Ghanaian and Dutch society.  

Loss of community can also lead to a lost sense of belonging (Mungai and Pease 

2009: 110-112). This is where studying and understanding the role of masculinity comes into 

play. As individuals are forced, voluntarily or involuntarily, to step outside of their networks 

and establish lives abroad they will utilize various adaptation techniques. Establishing their 

new identity through a re-negotiated sense of masculine self is a way to recognise Ghanaian 

male experiences of migration. 

African men interviewed by Mungai and Pease expressed a common view that they 

felt more valued as men in their African societies. As could be expected, individuals felt 

more comfortable in a familiar culture in their country of origin (ibid, 110). A female 

respondent confirmed this narrative to me during my fieldwork. In the quote below she 
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shares her experience of Ghanaian migrant men striving to fulfill positions in community 

organisations. 

 

“…the way I see them arguing about things, chairmanship, but now I’m older I understand. 

That’s what they need to feel good about themselves because they do cleaning jobs where they are 

nobody so this ethnic thing they have like, he’s the chairman, he’s this. I see them like, why are 

you fighting for that? But it’s because I have something to look up to but they don’t. Except these 

little social things.” (Interview with Afia, February 4th, 2015) 

 

Similar to Ghanaian migrant men in the Netherlands, many of the men interviewed 

by Mungai and Pease experienced racism and discrimination in unemployment. While the 

men appreciated the material benefits that Australia offered, they missed the valued position 

occupied by men in African societies and the familiarity and certainties offered by their 

cultures. As mentioned above, Afia previously failed to understand the importance of these 

positions for men.   

2.12 Research Perspective 

To conclude, I view migration through the gendered geographies of power 

framework, as a gendered experience that offers men the chance to challenge gender norms 

and re-conceptualise their masculine identities. I understand gender and masculine identities 

as socially constructed and fluid, which at times complement and contradict the presence of 

heteronormative hegemonic masculinity. I examine the Ghanaian community living in 

Amsterdam Zuid Oost as a transnational community. In understanding their belonging and 

identity, I use gendered geographies of power to explain how migrant men experience their 

environments and negotiate their identities transnationally within their new home in the 

Netherlands and surrounded by the Ghanaian community in Amsterdam Zuid Oost.   
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3. The Research Process  

3.1 Research motivation 

I am not a Ghanaian. I am not a man. I did not experience upbringing in the 

Netherlands. So why did I choose this topic? I think there are three main reasons. The first 

of which is that I see myself as a transmigrant, having one foot in two society’s at the same 

time. Being Bulgarian but having my upbringing in Canada was difficult. I was always 

interested to learn more about my culture. I took folk dancing, listened to traditional folk 

music, watched Bulgarian cinema that I did not understand and completed an internship in 

my third year, all to feel closer to my culture. The interesting thing is that unlike a lot of 

migrant parents, my parents never made learning my culture mandatory or obligatory. They 

were never particularly adamant about me learning Bulgarian, taking folk dancing lessons, 

having Bulgarian friends or returning to Bulgaria. Nevertheless, I took it upon myself to 

learn about my culture 

The second reason is that I already had some experience with West African cultures. 

My family migrated to Canada when I was six years old. From the age of 6 to 13, I grew up 

in Toronto in a very multicultural neighbourhood. In primary and elementary school I was 

surrounded by different cultures. Most of my friends were from Africa and Asia. Two of my 

four closest girlfriends were from Ghana. One was from Nigeria and the other was half-

Guyanese and half-Trinidadian. I spent a lot of time at their house and they at mine: talking, 

gossiping about boys and teachers, dressing up, braiding our hair and doing other things 

young girls do. During my time at their homes I was able to learn a bit about their culture: I 

learned that going to church was very important. All of my West African friends lived in the 

same building. They all went to church together on Sundays and they ate a lot of tasty rice 

with fish and chicken.  

Fast forward to my last year of undergraduate degree in Ottawa to HIST 3103: a 

Social History of Sexuality class. My undergraduate program was very restrictive in terms of 

free courses. I was only able to take four electives in total. HIST 3103 was by far my 

favourite one of them. I had already established an interest in gender as I had been 

introduced to the topic in a few political science classes. But in HIST 3103 we looked at the 

social constructions of femininity as well as masculinity. It was the masculinity I was most 

fascinated with. I guess because I am not a man so I never fully understood a man’s 

perspective. I was also interested because it was less studied. A lot of time in academia, when 

people talk about gender they talk about women. But gender is more than just about women, 

gender is also about men. One thing was for sure; I wanted to understand masculinity in 

more detail.  

When I was accepted into the master’s program at Vrije Universiteit and we began 

our Research Design class, I was certain I wanted to look at masculinity. Since I had a sense 

of familiarity with Ghanaian culture and an interest in masculinity, the topic fit. Needless to 

say, I found this topic very difficult, as I did not know enough about Ghanaian culture to 

sufficiently understand the line between masculinity and culture.  
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3.1 Access to the field 

“The best way to begin ethnographic research is to immerse yourself in the 

community!” This was my point of view before entering the field. I had never been to Zuid 

Oost and I had no idea what to expect. As mentioned in my introduction, most Ghanaians 

in Amsterdam live in Amsterdam Zuid-Oost. They have a developed network of community 

organizations, such as churches and ethnic associations that offer support and other services 

related to daily livelihoods (Orozco and Mohogu 2007: 1).  

As mentioned before, I had some experience with Ghanaian culture before I started 

my research. I viewed Ghanaian people as warm and welcoming and I think I was more 

excited than nervous to start my research. Nevertheless, I felt a bit insecure to work on the 

topic of masculinity since this was my first research and I had never engaged in the topic 

before other than essays in my undergrad which relied on reading literature, far removed 

from actual interactions with people. While working on my research plan, I also understood 

that there are a lot of churches in Zuid-Oost. I knew spirituality and church is an important 

part of Ghanaian lives from my upbringing in Toronto. I thought the multiple churches 

present in Amsterdam could give me safe access to the field as Ghanaians met weekly for 

service.  

Needless to say, I gained access to the field through the large network of churches in 

Amsterdam Zuid-Oost. Most churches in Zuid-Oost are Pentecostal churches, which 

reflects the trend of predominantly Pentecostal churches in Ghana. I contacted as many 

churches as possible in the first month of the research period. I attended two churches, the 

Pentecost Revival Church and the Church of Pentecost. I interviewed the pastors of both 

churches and of the King of Kings Baptist Church. The Pentecost Revival Church and King 

Baptist Church are both situated in the large Kandelaar building.  

The Kandelaar is a large red brick building with coloured glass windows. It connects 

to a flats complex. The Kandelaar is used as collective building, housing a number of 

different religious organizations. The building has five prayer halls with a capacity of 900 

people.  
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I eventually decided to attend the service at the Church of Pentecost located at 

Ganzenhoef metro stop. I attended five services all together at and interviewed five 

members of the church. The church was very welcoming and the pastor, Pastor Amaba, 

invited me to stand up and introduce myself the first during the service. I received a formal 

warm welcoming from all of the members. I attended three Sunday services in Twi, one in 

English and one Youth Ministry service, held on Saturday evenings.  

I also met two respondents through my social network, one older man and a second-

generation male who is a student. I met one female respondent from my supervisor. By 

chance I met four more respondents, all second-generation men from the restaurant I work 

at although I ended up interviewing only two of them.  

My decision to attend the Church of Pentecost rather than the Pentecost Revival 

Church was based on two decisions. After experiencing both churches, I felt the Church of 

Pentecost was more authentic. There was a service in Twi and virtually all of the members of 

the church were Ghanaian. The dress was more traditional, particularly for the women and I 

enjoyed watching new outfits and styles every week. The Pentecost Revival Church service 

was comprised of a mix of mainly Nigerian, Ghanaian and Surinamese worshippers.  

The Pentecost Revival Church is a much larger building that gives it a more 

commercial, inauthentic feeling. When you enter the building there is a foyer with a 

reception desk, winding stairs, and an elevator. The worship hall of the Pentecost Revival 

Church, which is located on the third floor, is two times the size of the Church of Pentecost. 

The doors entering the hall lead you to the bottom right of the stage. The hall has white 

walls and a stage at the front. There is also a large staircase to the right side of the room that 

leads to an additional seating area with approximately five rows.  
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The Church first struck me as an entertainment or a banquet hall with a stage. I 

arrived ten minutes early for the service, which was scheduled to begin at 14:00. There were 

a few men scattered at the front, the sides of the room and sitting at the back. There were 

some women on the right dressed in traditional dress with bright coloured cloth. One 

woman had her hair wrapped in the traditional way with textile. Slowly people trickled into 

the room.  

After the seats were filled, at approximately 14:10, the band began to play. A man 

was speaking into the microphone that at the time sounded like mumbling to me. After a 

few minutes I tuned in that he was worshiping. The band and choir sang songs until 15:00. 

From 15:00 – 16:00 there was church news including prayers for the birthday girl and some 

announcements regarding previous and future services. At 14:00 the pastor began preaching 

about “De Naam” (“the Name”), killing in the name of. The recent kidnapping and killings 

happening in Nigeria by the Jihadist organization Boko Haram likely influenced the sermon.  

   

3.2 The research setting  

The research setting was originally intended to be limited to Amsterdam Zuid-Oost 

(the Bijlmer). However, throughout the research period I also met respondents in 

Amsterdam Noord and Amsterdam Centre. Interviews were held at nearby cafes and 

restaurants.  

The Church of Pentecost was my main location for participant observation. The 

Church of Pentecost is a four or five minute walk from the Metro Stop. It is located at the 

backside of a parking lot. The parking lot is beside a mosque, which creates a beautiful 

contrast. The Church has three doors along the side. The first door is usually closed. The 
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second or third doors are usually the ones people use to enter. They are heavy steel double 

doors that you expect from a parking lot building. People enter through the second and third 

doors because they provide access to the back of the church. When you step in the back 

doors you see a large room with four doors to your right. The first door is a small storage 

room; the second and third doors are in the centre and are the men’s and women’s 

bathrooms; and the last door is a room that serves as the daycare or play place for young 

children during service.  

The Church is made up of a large square room, approximately 40 by 50 feet. The 

front of the Church has a small stage that takes up less than one third of the room. The left 

of the stage has instruments and is the area designated for the band during service. The 

middle of the stage has a podium and chairs organized in two rows of six wooden chairs 

each. The elders of the church sit on these chairs and they are all males. In the middle sits 

the pastor in a larger cushioned chair. The men’s ministry sits at the top left side of the 

church, beside the band and the women’s ministry sits at the top right side of the church. 

There is a clear segregation between the men and women’s ministry. There are no female 

pastors in the church but there are deaconesses.  

The chairs for the congregation are organized in the three rows with space for a path 

in the middle of each, creating four paths in total. The single men of the church are 

supposed to sit on the left, the single women to the far right and married couples or anyone 

who does not want to follow the traditional rules in the middle. The members of the church 

vary from small children to elderly. When I attended the first service I came early and I sat 

on the left. One of the members of the choir kept staring at me while she was singing and I 

felt uncomfortable. Finally when I turned around I noticed there were only men around me 

and I understood why she kept looking at me.  

I also conducted participant observation at the weekly weekend food market at 

Ganzenhoef station. The market is relatively small compared to other markets in 

Amsterdam. There are approximately 10-15 stands with vendors selling food stocks and 

other items like CD’s, clothing and textiles. The items mainly come from West Africa and 

the Caribbean but there are also two or three Dutch vendors selling fish and cheese. The 

market is crowded and one has to know where they are going or else you can get pushed 

around in the crowd. The market is filled with sounds of vendors selling their foods and 

people talking exuberantly amongst each other and with smells of fresh fish and the oil of 

fried foods.  

3.3 The research group 

Twelve of my eighteen respondents were from Ghana. The other four came from 

different countries across West Africa. These countries are Zimbabwe, Cameroon, Sierra 

Leone and Nigeria to be specific. My respondents were predominantly male except for four 

women, three women at the Bijlmer flea market who sold textiles and one woman working 

in the Bijlmer. The age range of the male respondents was 18-53. Only two of the men I 

talked with were married, two were in relationships and the rest were single. The women 
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were 28-53. Two out of four women were married, one was divorced and another had a 

long-term boyfriend.  

I interviewed 18 people in total. I had three key informants with whom I maintained 

regular contact through chat, emails and texts. Three interviews were not recorded; two were 

Ghanaian women selling textiles at the Bijlmer market and one Nigerian man working at a 

barber salon at Bijlmer-Arena. I also spoke with four other men from Ghana but they were 

not formal interviews. We exchanged short conversations only.  

3.4 The research methods 

During the first month I contacted churches and various Ghanaian businesses in 

Amsterdam Zuid-Oost. I traveled to the Bijlmer and got off at different stops. I walked 

around the markets and stores at Bijlmer-Arena to become comfortable in the research 

setting. After receiving responses from two pastors agreeing for interviews I was able to gain 

more confidence in approaching men asking for interviews. 

I was insecure as a researcher during the first month and a half of the research period 

and was not able to ask questions directly related to masculinity. After meeting one of my 

key respondents from the Church of Pentecost and having an open successful first interview, 

I was able to open up and ask the necessary questions. I was also more forward in 

establishing contact and trying to network after meeting my first key respondent.  

Most of the data from this research is from semi-structured and structured 

interviews. A lesser amount comes from participant observation in the Church of Pentecost, 

the Ganzenhof produce market, and walking around Zuid Oost during the months of 

January to March. 

3.5 Operationalization 

Masculinity 

Masculinity is defined as “what any given society accepts as features associated with 

the male gender and expressions of maleness. Masculinity speaks of those practices and ways 

of being that serve to validate a masculine subject’s sense of itself as a male, boy or man” 

(Uchendu 2008: 3). 

I will seek to examine masculinity as a fluid identity that can change over time 

following various experiences e.g., with age, migration, marriage, divorce, fatherhood and 

etc. “Masculinity represents not a certain type of man, but, rather a way that men position 

themselves through discursive practices” (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005: 841). I am 

interested to see how men’s understanding of themselves as males, as fathers, as 

breadwinners and/or as caregivers has changed or is changing following migration to the 

Netherlands.  

I understand masculinity as how a person defines themselves in relation to others. 

Masculinity here is considered as a self-categorization. Identification with as described by 

Verkuyten (1999) entails a cognitive aspect as opposed to identification as, which signifies an 

emotional connection (Verkuyten 1999 as cited in Bartels 2005: 20-21). The difference 

between identification with and identification as is the difference between how people see 
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themselves and how people feel themselves (Bartels 2005: 20). Identification with (self-

categorization) is operationalized as an individual’s knowledge of the masculine as opposed 

to the feminine. I will engage with this concept with the idea that through their interactions, 

men are constantly negotiating and defining their gender (Richardson 2010: 741). I am 

interested in how a man articulates his masculinity in social spaces and in interactions with 

others. I will focus on the following indicators: 

 

 Dress 

 Posture 

 Gait and mannerisms  

 Flight from women (disassociation from femininity)  

 Assertiveness 

 

Markers of manhood 

In contrast to the concept of masculinity where I operationalize how men dress, act 

and behave in relation to others, with markers of manhood I am interested the social 

construction of manhood and how men perceive themselves in relation to social roles that 

are typically considered masculine. Markers of manhood, which I understand as fluid and 

varying, are the social constructions of what it means to be a man (Connell 1995 as cited in 

Sinatti 2014: 218). They are defined in relation to hegemonic masculinity, as discussed in the 

theoretical framework. I will focus on the following markers of manhood: 

 

 Employment and meanings held towards employment 

 Feelings on the position of the breadwinner/provider role  

 Contributions to the community, monetary and non-monetary (locally and 

transnationally or in Ghana)?  

 

Migrant 

Brubaker (2005) argues that instead of saying “a diaspora” or “the diaspora” as a 

bounded group or ethnocultural fact, it would be more precise to talk about diasporic 

stances, projects, practices and so on. With this in mind, I have chosen to operationalize 

migrant instead of diaspora identity. A migrant is a personal label that one can adopt 

following migration to another country while diaspora identity is descriptive of more abstract 

phenomenon.  

I see the identity of a migrant as contextual, depending on the unique cultural 

political, and economic situation of the migrant. The identification of someone as a migrant 

is influenced by and linked to macro processes such as, national migration policy, being able 

to claim legal status and accessing state services. On an individual level, one of the key 

defining features of adopting a migrant identity is in feelings of belonging (or lack thereof) to 

a community in the country they have migrated too. I will focus on indicators that relate to 
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feelings of belonging towards Ghana or the Netherlands; with the exclusion of one that 

looks at level of engagement (actions), which can be understood as acting on feelings of 

belonging. The indicators are as follows: 

 

 Feelings towards Ghana (Ghanaian culture, living in Ghana, leaving Ghana, returning to 

Ghana) 

 Feelings of belonging in Zuid Oost (living in an ethnically diverse community, meeting 

people from different ethnicities) 

 Level of engagement in the community (participating in community events and engaging 

in community spaces) 

 Feelings towards living in the Netherlands (towards Dutch culture, the Dutch lifestyle, 

Dutch people) 

3.6 Ethics 

I gained informal consent before the interviews and told all of my respondents that 

the answers they provide me are confidential and they will not be named unless they want 

too. Three respondents I interviewed did not want the interviews to be recorded. Two were 

women at the market selling textiles and one was a man working at a barber salon. I also told 

my respondents they were allowed to ask for transcripts of the interviews but no one 

requested a transcript.  

Two of my respondents requested that I keep them up to date with my thesis, which 

I agreed to do. One respondent requested I create a signed agreement that proves he 

partook in the research. I believe this was for personal records regarding his asylum claim.  

All of my respondents had legal documentation, except one, which is likely not 

representative of the Ghanaian community in Amsterdam Zuid-Oost.  

3. 7 Reflexivity and positioning 

 The researcher’s fixed and subjective positions are influential factors in qualitative 

research. I did on-going reflections during the research period to explore the strengths and 

weaknesses of my research process and methods. I recorded four video blogs in which I 

discussed my feelings and reactions towards the research. I also completed written 

reflections after every interview. They varied in length from one paragraph to a page and a 

half. They included jot notes and long sentences regarding events or conversations that 

surprised, shocked and stood out to me.  

 Some of the video blogs I recorded were reactions I recorded to events I could not 

respond to at the time of the interview or else I would not remain impartial. For example, 

most of my respondents did not agree with the presence of the lesbian and gay lifestyle. This 

was very difficult for me to overcome and at one point I felt a level of anger and 

disappointment with the church community.  

 The two important fixed positions I occupy are being a white female. Since I am 

white my respondents sometimes reacted to me in ways clearly identifying that I am different 

from them. One respondent said to a group of his friends, “you know how it is, white 
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people love coffee” after he offered me a coffee or tea. To me this indicated a forward 

attempt to step away from me as a white person. Another man also asked me if I had slept 

with a black man before. Being a female, it was difficult at times to ask questions without 

receiving comments signalling they were interested in me as a potential partner. I tried to 

overcome this by wearing loose clothing and little or no make-up. Except when I attended 

church and wore more conservative, business casual attire.  

 3.8 Emotions 

In the beginning of the research period, for the first month and a half I felt 

uncomfortable and anxious in the position of a researcher. I was confident before beginning 

my research that it would be easy to discover how men’s masculinity changes with migration. 

I did not suspect to feel out of place asking men questions about their masculinity. After I 

had a successful interview with my first key respondent in mid-February, I was able to gain 

confidence to become more assertive as a researcher. Before this time, most of my 

interviews were geared towards migration, discrimination and the Ghanaian church and local 

community living in Amsterdam Zuid-Oost. 

Attending church was at times mentally draining for me. The first church service was 

exciting and I participated freely by clapping and dancing along to the worship songs. The 

second service I attended was in Twi and it is where I met my first key respondent. He was 

asked to translate for me by the Youth Ministry Leader and he was very keen to help me 

understand what the pastor was saying. However, I felt guilty for taking up his Sunday 

worship and family time. The third and fourth church services were mentally exhausting for 

me. I remember coming home drained. Although I took home food for the soul and 

spiritual guidance from the pastor, I was critical of some of the things being said. Of course 

I did not express this – or I did my absolute best not too - as it would influence the way my 

respondents and the church congregation saw me. It would also be disrespectful. So I 

continued to participate in the worship by clapping and following the rhythm.  

I also enjoyed the services because everyone was well dressed, especially the women 

who wore traditional clothing with colourful and vibrant prints. There was always good 

music, dancing and small West African snacks outside afterwards. It is like a party!   

At one point in time, I had a discussion with one of my respondents about God. He 

wanted to know whether or not I believed in God. I shared my beliefs with him and 

afterwards we lost contact, I suspect that it is because he did not enjoy my opinion and 

maybe he felt I was not as he thought I was. I feel it was a mistake for me to share my 

opinion so openly. I should not have explained my beliefs so thoroughly because I lost 

opportunities for more interviews and data. I could have just said “yes” without having a 

long discussion about the creation of earth and humankind.  

I also felt some strong negative emotions towards the Church congregation after I 

found out the Church does not accept lesbian, gay and bisexual people. I felt uncomfortable 

attending the service the last time knowing that the people their believe the Bible says it is 

wrong to be interested in same-sex.   
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4. The Ghanaian community in Zuid-Oost 

4.1 Introduction 

 In this section I would like to describe the Ghanaian community in Zuid-Oost and 

the role of the church as an institution and a central organizing principle in Ghanaian lives. 

A large majority of Ghanaians living in Amsterdam are Christian, though not all of them 

attend church regularly. Spirituality, church and attending service is an important part of 

Ghanaian life and is relevant for the creation of hegemonic masculinity. I understand the 

church as a place where Ghanaians can engage in social activity and spiritual growth but also 

a space where gender norms are reinforced. My discussion of the role of the church in 

Ghanaian lives is not an attempt to say that all Ghanaians are practising devout Christians; 

certainly there are Ghanaians from different spiritual sectors or with atheist and agnostic 

beliefs. In my research, all of my respondents except one were Christian, though not all of 

them attended church. My aim in this chapter is to describe the Ghanaian community in 

Zuid-Oost, the transnational presence of churches in Amsterdam Zuid-Oost, the importance 

placed on attending church and how this relates to gender. 

4.2 The Ghanaian community in Zuid-Oost 

 As of 2012, there are currently 21,922 documented Ghanaian migrants living 

in the Netherlands (CBS 2012 in Visser et al 2013). Although this number is understated as 

there are likely many more undocumented workers. The Netherlands is the fourth most 

important European destination of Ghanaian migrants. A substantial flow of development 

aid comes from the Netherlands. In 2002, Dutch bilateral aid to Ghana came to a total of 44 

million euros (Kabki et al 2004: 86).  

Ghanaians from the Ashanti region are the most widely represented group in the 

Netherlands. This is most likely due to their long-standing relationship with the Netherlands. 

Only a few Ghanaians from non-Ashanti southern areas reside in Amsterdam. Very small 

numbers come from the Northern dry land areas of Ghana (ibid, 135). 

Mazzucato (2008) argues Ghanaian migrants are economic migrants, distinct from 

Moroccan and Turkish guest workers, which were recruited to the Netherlands in the 1960s 

to help the labour shortage. Since Ghanaians are economic migrants they exhibit different 

dynamics than the generation of Moroccan and Turkish guest workers. These differences 

involve different access to official status and state services such as the utilisation of the 

Dutch welfare state. Moroccan and Turkish guest workers also have children of working age 

within the second generation.  

These differences are significant for two reasons. The first reason is that many new 

migrants groups, including Ghanaians, have been entering a state that has to some degree 

wanted to keep them out. Due to strict migration policies, a large number of Ghanaians have 

‘illegal’ status. The second reason is that many Ghanaians are still in ideal working years, 

including both men and women. The majority of the oldest second generation are now 

completing high school (ibid, 203).  
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Furthermore, Visser et al (2013) outline two distinct phases of Ghanaian migration 

to the Netherlands. The first phase was from 1974 to 1983 and began with the oil crisis in 

1973, as Ghana is an oil-importing nation. The second flow began at the end of the 1980s 

due to extreme drought in Ghana, political instability and the banishment of Ghanaians 

from Nigeria (Visser et al 2013: 609). The second group came under scrutiny based on their 

perceived illegality and criminality. This scrutiny persists although in 2000, the Ministry of 

Home Affairs began to recognize the Ghanaian minority in the Netherlands. This 

recognition lead to a shift in policy aimed at Ghanaian migrants. Van Dijk (2002) writes, “we 

are witnessing a major shift from control and exclusion to policies of inclusion and care”.  

Ghanaian migrants have established themselves as a strong migrant group in the 

Netherlands with plentiful businesses and community organizations, sometimes with self-

emancipation (Nimako 2000)9. They have also played a strong role in the development of 

many Pentecostal churches within Amsterdam and the Bijlmer area (van Dijk 2002: 51). In 

other words, the Ghanaian community has a strong social network by which Ghanaian 

community organizations, their leaders and members actively participate and contribute to 

help one another. The social network is a key feature of migrant life and can foster feelings 

of well-being, nurturing a sense of identity and self-esteem (Morrow 1999 and Jasinskaja-

Lahti et al 2006 in Visser et al 2013: 6010).  Social networks can impact income, entry into 

organizations, educational achievement, career achievement, migration destinations and 

influence social ties with kin, the home country and settlement experiences in housing and 

the labour market. 

Studies on immigrant settlement have also shown that initial networks of co-ethnic 

migrants are beneficial for finding jobs, housing, and connecting and establishing ties 

(McMichael and Mandersoon 2004 in Visser et al 2013: 611). This was confirmed by my 

research through multiple respondents. Two respondents stated that their parents migrated 

to the Netherlands because they had extended family members already settled in the country. 

The three pastors I interviewed also explained that most migrants settle in Zuid-Oost 

because there is already a community, or in other terms, a social network, present which can 

aid migrants to establish themselves.  

 

“The West African community living in the Netherlands is really specifically based in the Zuid 

Oost. There are so many tribes, indigenous people from different countries, through out Africa. 

From the North to the South, Moroccans, West Africans, Ghanaians, Nigerians especially, 

Cameroonians.. I feel we feel at home there [in Zuid Oost] because we have markets that sell 

Ghanaian products, West African products…We also see ourselves as a family so naturally we 

want to help one another. For example, if I see a Nigerian even though I’m Ghanaian, he's 

African so I will help him” (Interview with David, 26, February 5th 2015).  

                                                 
9 Nimoko (2000) writes that the Ghanaian community has constructed their own place in the 
Netherlands with a degree of independence from public services. This is likely related to the tense 
relationship between the Dutch state and the Ghanaian community. He uses the term “emancipation 
by self-reliance” (emancipatie op eigen kracht) (Nimoko 2000 in Van Dijk 2002: 89). 
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In this quote, one of my respondents explains to me the unity towards fellow 

Africans in Zuid Oost. Other respondents shared this view as well. There is a unifying 

sentimentality of helping fellow Africans living in Amsterdam. He also expresses positivity 

towards the familiarity of living in Zuid Oost and being able to access Ghanaian products. 

The Ghanaian community in Amsterdam Zuid Oost has a strong presence, which is 

able to serve as a social network in providing help and support for old and new Ghanaian 

migrants. 

4.3 The role of the Church in Ghanaian lives 

 The presence of churches in Zuid-Oost is difficult to miss. Attending church is an 

important part of Ghanaian life, which has transferred to life in the Netherlands as well.  

Religion is a central part of Ghanaian life like many African countries. The quote below well 

illustrates the place of religion in Ghanaian society. 

 

“In African life and thought, the religious is not distinguished from the non-

religion, the sacred from the secular, the spiritual from the material. In all 

undertakings – whether it be cultivating, sowing, harvesting, eating, travelling – 

religion is at work. To be born into the African society is to be born into a culture 

that is intensely religious… it has been said that in the traditional African society 

there are no atheists or agnostics” (Gyekye 1996: 4). 

 

Most but not all Ghanaian migrants attend Pentecostal churches. They are also 

sometimes referred to as Charismatic churches and involve loud praises, enthusiastic dancing 

and sometimes speaking in tongues (Koning 2012: 212). Immigrant religion is important for 

the reinforcement of national and ethnic identity. Immigrant religion plays a role in the 

reproduction of ethnicity through ritual, language, food, dress and music (Ebaugh and 

Chafetz 2000 in Koning 2012: 21).  

Van Dijk (2002) argues that Ghanaian churches serve as moral authorities in the 

Netherlands and restore a feeling of dignity for church members who work menial jobs and 

face the politics of Dutch identity control. In my research, I found that church pastors also 

organize shelter and housing to individuals without formal papers (legal status) or without an 

income. It is common for religious institutions to play an important role in helping 

immigrants adjust to the host society (Ebaugh and Chafetz 2000 in Koning 2012: 23). Some 

African churches even respond to the public illegality discourse with an alternative discourse 

that states God is beyond human borders (Van der Meulen 2008 in Konging 2012: 22). 

 The moral authority of the church can also serve to replace national or racial 

boundaries with moral boundaries. In the Netherlands, Van Dijk (2002) has noted that 

Ghanaian Pentecostals distance themselves from immoral, liberal views on sexuality, drug 

use and the availability of alcohol. I found this to be true in my experience while attending 

church services at the Church of Pentecost, where alcohol and taking toxins to alter your 

mental state was vocally frowned upon and considered wrong by Bible scripture.  
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One pastor elaborated on this situation to me by explaining that once Ghanaian 

migrants enter the West, they likely do not have a strong social network or foundation. This 

can lead some young men and women to do immoral things like drinking and drugs 

(particularly male youth)10. Or for young women, selling their bodies for money. The pastor 

explained that there are some young women in the Ghanaian community who have been 

unable to find employment based on lack of language, experience or connections, have 

strayed to the “immoral path”11 and sold their bodies for money (engaged in sex work). The 

role of the church in this case is to provide them with guidance, financial and spiritual 

support to aid them in pursuing an alternative lifestyle with the help of God (Interview with 

Pastor Kofi, January 26th, 2015). In this way, churches in Zuid Oost can serve as moral 

authorities for the Ghanaian migrant community.  

The moral authority of the church also plays a role in the socialization of Ghanaian 

youth and can serve as a place to reinforce traditional gender categories. During my research 

I participated in an event entitled LOVETALKS, lead by the Youth Ministry of the Church 

of Pentecost. The Youth Ministry is aimed at anyone, male or female, aged up to 30. The 

event was organized by the three male leaders of the Ministry and was supposed to be held 

on February 14, 2015, on Valentine’s Day. However, there was a scheduling conflict and the 

event was held the following week. The purpose of the event was to try to create a space and 

begin a discussion on love, courting, pre-marital dating and sex in the Ghanaian Christian 

community. Ultimately the event culminated in two strong divisions. One side believed pre-

marital sex and dating were important for getting to know each other and figuring out if you 

‘fit’ together and the other side believed that pre-marital sex decreased intimacy with 

yourself, your relationship to God and with your potential partner.  

A strong recurring narrative throughout the event emerged through a few female 

individuals of the church who were strongly against having someone “test drive them”. One 

male also shared that he would not like to have “someone else’s leftovers”. One female 

speaker in particular, my sitting neighbour in fact, was a young woman who was not more 

than 25 years old. She gave a very animated speech during the dialogue portion of the event. 

Speaking loudly into the microphone with a firm stance aimed at the audience, she 

repeatedly made note that she will not allow someone to make her “second hand goods”. 

After her time on the podium ended she sat back down beside me and asked, “How was that 

for you?” I smiled and replied, “very good. Thanks.” In response to her strong presence, 

some church members disagreed by making sounds while others giggled when she made her 

comments. Others agreed with her, nodding their heads and saying “Amen” after her words. 

Those in agreement were predominantly younger girls and women and elder members of the 

church, who were seated on the right side of the hall.  

The agreement of the elder members of the church represents a reinforcement of 

traditional Ghanaian gender ideals of abstinence. At this event the elders, who represent the 

                                                 
10 The pastor said “in particular male youth” and further elaborated with especially Ghanaian boys 
who associate with Surinamese and Nigerian youth. 
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church and play an influential role in the Ghanaian community, reinforced traditional gender 

norms by agreeing with her remarks and the narratives that surfaced, that women become 

“second hand goods” and are not pure if they engage in pre-marital sex. The point to be 

made here is that the church also plays a role in socializing Ghanaian migrant youth and 

enforcing Ghanaian gender norms through Christianity.  

Immigrants may also flock to religious institutions for familiarity. At church migrants 

can make friends, share culture and speak their native language. In most cases, attending 

church is not a 9:00-12:00 or 12-15:00 event.12 You can arrive early, catch up with your 

neighbour or friend, or buy some Ghanaian pastries from the vendors outside. Church is a 

community event and people often stay to socialize much longer than after the official 

service. Alternatively, if one does not attend church or has stopped attending church for 

some time, people may begin to ask questions about where you are and why you are not 

attending. At one interview with one of the youth ministry leaders, he explained that it is his 

job to contact a youth church member if they have not been attending church and ask 

whether they need to talk or to offer guidance. Ultimately the aim is to have them come back 

to church and attend services.  

On one hand the church offers familiarity and a sense of belonging but it also 

simultaneously serves as a moral authority, which can re-enforce traditional ideals regarding 

gender norms.  

4.4 Conclusion 

 In this section I have outlined the Ghanaian community in Zuid-Oost as an agent of 

socialization which provides important services for new and old Ghanaian migrants but at 

the same time serves as a moral authority and re-enforces gender norms.  

                                                 
12 I use these times because the Church of Pentecost holds an English service from 9:00-12:00 and a 
Twi service in 12:00-15:00. Although both services could finish anywhere from 5-10 minutes earlier 
or later. 
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5. Hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity  

5.1 Introduction 

 In this section I outline and discuss the hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity. My 

understanding of the hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity is twofold. It is firstly informed 

from reading literature on Ghanaian masculinities (see Obeng 2003; Miescher 2005 and 

Adinkrah 2012) and secondly, most principally, informed by the knowledge my respondent’s 

shared with me. I asked them the following questions to understand how they construct 

masculinity: What does it mean to be a Ghanaian man? What does Ghanaian society expect 

from a male? How do these expectations differ for females? The data comes from two first 

generation Ghanaian migrant men living in Amsterdam: David, 26, resides in Zuid Oost and 

Ziyad, 39, resides in Amsterdam Oost. I begin by discussing the hegemonic masculinity 

outlined in the literature supplemented with ethnographic data from my respondents. Lastly 

I outline two markers of manhood that were revealed to me during my research using data 

from these respondents. 

5.2 Ghanaian culture and customs 

Before I discuss the hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity I would like to describe 

elements of Ghanaian culture and customs that are relevant for understanding how the 

hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity functions. In the previous chapter, I deliberated on 

the importance of Christianity and religion in Ghanaian society, so I will not discuss it as 

much in this section.  

Important key values in Ghanaian society include respect, honour and the family. The 

family unit is a strong bond in Ghanaian society and primarily the source of identity, loyalty 

and responsibility. Due to this it is important for Ghanaians to maintain dignity, honour and 

a good reputation in society. Families share loss of honour and in order to protect this sense 

of face13 people will act with politeness at all times to maintain a sense of harmony and 

prevent any cause of embarrassment (Salm and Falola 2002: 140).  

Ghanaian society is also hierarchical. People are respected because of their age, 

experience, wealth and/or position. Occupations such as lawyers, doctor and judges are well 

respected in Ghanaian society. The role of a church elder or a pastor is also very well 

respected.   

There are sharp gender differences based on gender in Ghanaian society. Although 

changing, men are still largely in control of Ghanaian society. Men retain power in traditional 

households, in community life and in most government positions. In these areas, important 

decisions are usually made by men, although this is changing (ibid 146).  

Husbands are expected to provide for the health and well being of their wives and 

children. In the Ghanaian Criminal Code food, clothing, shelter, healthcare and anything else 

necessary to life are outlined as expected provisions. Simultaneously, wives are expected to 

                                                 
13 Face refers to one’s own sense of dignity or prestige in social contexts. The expression “to save 
face” describes what one might do to protect their position in society to ensure they are not thought 
of badly by others.  



 37 

respect their husband’s authority in the household, care for children and carry out regular 

domestic duties such as cooking and cleaning. From a young age Ghanaians are taught that 

domestic chores are women’s work. However, husbands also perform some domestic duties.  

Women play important roles in domestic, economic and political life. Educated 

Ghanaian women can achieve high status through their professions when working in 

positions as doctors, lawyers or judges. Women are also increasingly acting in supervisory 

roles and earning the same wages and benefits as men. Women also hold significant offices 

in Asante and Ga society, in which the queen mother has influence over the affairs of the 

community. The queen mother is usually the sister of the chief and is seen as the most 

important mother in society. The queen mother is particularly influential as advisor on topics 

of birth, initiation and marriage. She is also seen as the guardian of the moral education of 

the younger generation (ibid 147).  

As mentioned previously, religion is a central part of Ghanaian life. In terms of gender 

and masculinities, charismatic Christianity14 advances the idea that male headship does not 

mean that men are superior to women or that the husband is superior to the wife. Soothill 

(2007) argues the concept of superiority of men in Ghana is presented as an African 

traditional belief (Soothill 2007: 191).  

 

“God does not want the woman to be terrorised into doing good. God does not 

want the husband to frighten his wife into obeying him. Shouting on her…beating 

her into submission…this is not what God is talking about. And some of us 

believe, especially some African men, have grown into understanding that if your 

wife is not submissive you have to discipline her so she will shut up and respect 

you” (Otabil: Marriage 101)15 

 

This sermon suggests that charismatic Christianity contrasts definitions of male 

headship with “traditional African values” about men and masculinities. African values are 

blamed for ‘male pride’ and seen as the reason why men do not engage in household work or 

do not apologize to their wives. 

In contrast, male headship is redefined in terms of love and sacrifice. The male pride 

associated with African culture is considered secondary to expectations of humility in men’s 

relations with his wife and with Christ. The ability to fulfil the duties of a good husband and 

a committed family man are linked with concepts of “success” and “victory” (Soothill 2007: 

192-195). Charismatic Christianity thus contributes to construction of the hegemonic ideal 

                                                 
14 Charismatic Christianity is a form of Christianity that emphasizes the work of the Holy Spirit, spiritual gifts 
and modern-day miracles (Robbins 2004: 117). It is categorized into three groups: Pentecostalism, the 
Charismatic Movement and neocharismatic movements. I discuss charismatic Christianity because most of my 
respondents attended Pentecostal churches. 
15 Mensa Otabil is the head pastor of the International Central Gospel Church. This excerpt is from one of his 

sermons on marriage. He is an influential figure in Ghanaian society and has daily broadcasts and televised 
sermons. In Gender, Social Change and Spiritual Power, Soothill (2007) claims “the number of people who listen to 
Otabil on the radio is far greater than those who attend his church” (182).  
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Ghanaian masculinity of provider with the ability of a good husband to have humility, 

success and victory. 

To summarise, the family, honour, respect and religion are central to Ghanaian society 

and play an important role in Ghanaian customs, values and beliefs about gender. In the next 

section I will discuss hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity.  

5.3 Hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity 

Before I outline the hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity I will briefly mention 

three important points related to the theoretical framework valuable for understanding the 

construction of the hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity I seek to describe. The first point 

is that masculinity and femininity are relational constructs. In order to understand the social 

construction of masculinity one must also understand the social construction of femininity.  

This is important as certain features of masculinity in Ghanaian society are seen as the 

opposite of femininity, such as being mentally strong and emotionally resilient.  

The second point is that hegemonic masculinity gains and maintains power through 

the subordination of women and other masculinities. This subordination relies on the 

establishment of a relationship between ‘men’ and ‘power’ and making this relationship seem 

natural.  

The last point to be made is that the hegemonic ideal masculinity I describe is exactly 

that - an ideal. Idealized notions of what it means to be a man or a woman are impossible for 

any person to sustain as an identity at all times. A male cannot continuously occupy the 

hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity. However, he does define his masculinity in relation 

to the ideal and he may at times occupy that ideal.  

The constructions of masculinity and femininity in Ghanaian society are based on a 

fundamental belief in the biological distinctions between male and female human nature and 

corresponding behavioural actions (Adinkrah 2012: 475). A male is expected to have greater 

mental and physical strength and should avoid showing pain and suffering. It is considered 

unmasculine for a man to express feelings of weakness and emotional dependency. A man 

should be able to overcome emotional adversity and avoid showing strong emotional 

reactions. Weeping and crying are considered unmanly ways of dealing with ones emotions 

or problems but are seen as natural and even expected of women. At the same time, mood 

swings are considered natural for women and good husbands are expected to be able to care 

of the emotional state of their wives.  

Hesitancy and cowardice are associated with femininity and are the basis for ridicule 

of males (ibid, 475-476). Expressions such as obarima nsu (a man doesn’t cry) and obarima 

nsuro owuo (a man does not fear death) illustrate the social expectation for men to 

demonstrate emotional refrain and strength (Miescher 2005). Through these expressions, it 

can be seen how the hegemonic masculinity gains power through the subordination of 

femininity. This manifests in the avoidance of displays of emotions for men while 

simultaneously expecting them of women.  

Successful masculinity for the married man means being able to meet the material 

needs of his wife and children. A proper husband should provide money for daily 
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expenditures of his wife. When a man is not able to fulfill this role he can be socially 

stigmatized within the family and community. This causes many men to feel emasculated if 

they are unable to fulfill their economic responsibilities. He may be cast as obarima hunu 

(useless man). Men are expected to find their own solutions to economic problems and 

make their own way financially. This is illustrated by the quote below from my respondent, 

David. David is 26 and migrated to the Netherlands six years ago in 2009. 

 

“As a man you should be able to take care of yourself, have a wife and then be able to take care 

of your wife. You should have children and then be able to fend for them. You should be able to 

make them go to school. You should clothe them, give them shelter, you should feed them 

(Interview with David, 26, February 2nd, 2015)” 

 

“You, the man, should be able to provide for your parents. There is a saying in Akan, which 

means that if your parents are able to cater for you to gain teeth in your mouth, you should take 

care of them for them to lose their teeth. You know when you are born as a child you have no 

teeth. Then your parents give you food, feeding you, taking care of you and then you grow up, you 

are able to chew and do all of that. Now, when you are grown and they are aging and when you 

are aging you begin to lose your teeth so you should now take care of them for them to lose their 

teeth… Yeah… and it’s obligatory. You should, you must do it. If you are unable to do it then 

you are called a failure.” (Interview with David, 26, April 1st, 2015) 

 

There is great pressure for the man to succeed economically as the provider as 

economic success is an expected masculine trait (Adinkrah 2012: 475). Fulfilling the role of 

the provider comes in steps as David explains it to me. A mans primary obligations are to 

himself, his wife and children. After providing for himself, the man should be able to 

provide economically for his wife and fulfill her emotional and sexual needs. He must also 

provide shelter, clothing, food and education for his children. After his family the man has 

responsibilities to his parents as well. In Ghanaian culture, the man should be able to take 

care of his parents as part of a longevity cycle as discussed in the first quotation from David.  

Masculinity is also tied with sexual prowess and the ability to perform sexually. 

Among all ethnic groups, sexual performance and having children is the “ultimate test of 

masculinity” (Sarpong 1991). Polygyny is a culturally permitted practice among all ethnic 

groups in the country but it is not commonly practiced, especially among the Christian 

community. Nevertheless, having multiple wives or sexual partners and several children 

illustrates male sexual prowess. At the same time, male sexual impotence is a basis for public 

ridicule and can turn into a source of humiliation and shame. If pregnancy does not occur 

within the first few months of marriage community members begin to ask what the source 

of the problem is (Miescher 2005). 

A number of patriarchal features can be observed in Ghanaian society. Males typically 

occupy a dominant social status vis-à-vis females. There is also a general cultural expectation 

for women to acquiesce towards men, particularly with respect to husbands’ demands and 
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wishes. In the family, husbands are seen as the providers even if the wife earns a higher 

income. Women are responsible for cooking, childcare and housework. Even as women are 

increasingly working outside the home, fulfilling the domestic role is seen as the primary 

obligation (Adomako Ampofo & Boateng 2007; Sarpong 1991 in Adinkrah 2012).  

The quote below by David illustrates the importance of males taking on the primary 

role of the provider. For a woman in the family to be able to provide for her extended family 

instead of the male is downcast in society and can be the cause of ridicule.  

 

“It’s shameful, yeah. They would sit one day and say, ‘A whole man like you’ - I’m literally 

translating – ‘A whole man like you couldn’t take care of your nieces and your nephews, then 

it’s a woman who rises up. Wow.’ If they don’t tell you straight to your face they will sit behind 

you and say it. So its really shameful.”16  

 

“Grown and capable, even if you are grown and you are not working they find you to be lazy. 

You are a whole man: you are man enough to work and then be able to fend for yourself to an 

extent. That’s huge and deep.” (Interview with David, 26, February 5th 2015) 

 

When I asked David what he means by “a whole man like you” he explained that if a 

man is of age (grown) and he is not working he is considered lazy. As soon as a man is able 

to fend for himself he is considered a man. A boy who is 16 can be considered a man if he 

can occupy the role of provider. At the same time, a man who is 25 and not working would 

looked down upon for his inability to fulfill his role. A man’s role is thus primarily as a 

provider for himself; financially, emotionally and sexually for his wife; materially for his 

children; for his parents and in some tribes, such as the Kwahu, to provide for his nieces and 

nephews.  

As discussed previously, spirituality and religion play a role in the construction of 

Ghanaian masculinity. A man is expected to be a provider and fulfill his duties virtuously as 

a man and a child of God. From my research I observed that Ghanaian men, women and 

children are expected to attend church regularly. Occupying a position as a church elder or 

being involved in the church is also admired by the community and gives status. Since 

religion is an important aspect of Ghanaian life, fulfilling Christian ideals of masculinity also 

place a role in the creation of the hegemonic ideal masculinity.  

5.4.1 Markers of Manhood 

 In the previous section I outlined the hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity as 

described in the literature and using data from my respondents. In this section I will describe 

two markers of manhood. Giulia Sinatti originally outlined the concept of markers of 

manhood in analysis of Senegalese migrant men in Italy (Sinatti 2014). As discussed in 3.5 

                                                 
16 David is from the Kwahu tribe. The Kwahu tribe expects the uncle of a family to provide for his 
nieces and nephews the same as he would for his children. It is not uncommon for a child to be 
raised by their uncle instead of their parents among the Kwahu. David’s uncle was his primary 
caregiver throughout his primary and middle school education.  
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“Operationalization”, markers of manhood are indicators by which a man can demonstrate 

his masculinity. They contribute to a man’s construction of manhood.  

 The markers outlined here, sending remittances and owning land respectively, I 

found to be of particular importance to first-generation Ghanaian men living in Amsterdam. 

All of the second-generation Ghanaian men I spoke with did not engage in these markers. 

There are probably more markers of manhood for Ghanaian migrant men but these are the 

ones I found particularly evident during my research. They are general markers in the sense 

that they could also describe a number of migrant men living in the West or men in general. 

Owning land can likely be considered a marker of manhood for any man. Nonetheless, these 

markers are tangible contributions to a man’s construction of himself as a man and can add 

to his conceptualization of being seen as a man. 

 An important component of these markers is that they function in a transnational 

space, as migrants earn their money in the Netherlands in order to contribute to their 

societies in Ghana.  

 Furthermore, the sending of remittances and the owning of property are important 

for both male and female migrants. Female migrants also contribute remittances and seek to 

purchase land. However, these are markers considered more obligatory for males and 

significant in the construction of masculinities.  

5.4.2 Sending remittances 

Engaging in remittances illustrates attainment of the role of provider as prescribed 

by Ghanaian society. A man who is able to send remittances to his family or community 

back in Ghana is considered successful. Work and money are important in the practice of 

migrant male’s masculinity (Sinatti 2014: 219). Working and earning money allows males to 

demonstrate their fulfillment of the traditional breadwinner role as prescribed by Ghanaian 

society. By sending remittances men are able reaffirm their masculinity transnationally and 

locally.  

I understood the impact of remittances on a man’s manhood during an interview I 

had with David. During our last interview his girlfriend’s mother phoned him to thank him 

for the money he sent. David explained after the brief phone call that it was the third time 

she was calling to express gratitude to him. While telling me the story David was very happy, 

smiling fervently and his tone and facial expressions showed he was proud and happy to be 

able to contribute something to her. He told me that although he only sent $50 US dollars, 

his girlfriends mother said to him “ah wo ye bema”, a saying in Twi which means “that is a 

real man”. David’s behaviour reflected he was very proud of the fact he could send money 

to his girlfriend’s mother back home and simultaneously fulfill his obligations as a Ghanaian 

man.  

Sending remittances also indicates overcoming migration and getting on one’s feet. 

Migration to the West can be difficult for migrants that do not have formal education or do 

not speak the language. Downward mobility in terms of professional occupation is a 

common migrant experience for both men and women. This can be particularly difficult for 
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men that lose their professional identity, as they may no longer be able to fulfill the 

breadwinner role.  

Downward mobility, loss of professional identity and the impact on masculinity can 

be explained by the gendered geographies of power framework. As mentioned, power 

geometries refer to individual agency, a person’s social location and how this influences their 

access to and power over flows and interconnections. If a man is able to find work, get on 

his feet and contribute remittances after migration then he ascertains power over his social 

location and upward mobility in terms of his power geometry.  

 

“Most of the time Ghanaian mentality is, if you are a man they expect you to provide. To be a 

man, show courage, show some kind of, try to do something. You know, try to let people see that 

you know, I am also going somewhere or, I own something.” (Interview with Ziyad, 39, 

February 3rd, 2015) 

  

As illustrated by the quote above from Ziyad, a man must be able to show 

progression somehow as a provider to fulfill the expectations of society. Even if a man is 

working an unskilled job, if he is able to send some money to his family back in Ghana or 

elsewhere, he demonstrates that he is able to overcome his social location, the difficulties of 

migration, and validate his strength and capabilities as a provider.  

From a transnational community perspective, sending remittances also expresses 

concern for the well being of one’s relatives and demonstrates commitment to one’s 

community back home. Even if a migrant sends €20 or €40 EU, it is still a contribution.   

 At the same time, sending remittances can cause stress and shame if a man is unable 

to fulfill his prescribed role. This is especially evident if a female family member is able to 

contribute remittances to the family and a male is not, since females are considered the 

weaker sex in Ghanaian.  

 For men sending remittances illustrates the importance of being able to earn money, 

provide and fulfill their natural role as provider in Ghanaian society. Simultaneously, as 

sending remittances is seen as a step towards men fulfilling their rightful duties, it encourages 

men to be vocal about their success and positively impacts their status.  

5.3.2 Owning land 

“In Africa, especially in Ghanaians, a house is very, very important. Somebody can be living here 

but the only thing they want to do is to build a house in Ghana…To own a house, in our 

mentality is very, very important. Like, ‘oh, now he has his own house.’ ‘Oh, this is Yassena’s 

house.’” 

 

“Nobody wants to say oh, I lived in Europe for 10 years and I don’t even have land. Because 

people will be looking at you down. So, it’s a place where everybody wants to speak big. In Africa 

when you say big you want to show off. You see somebody and you say: ‘oh, I finished my building 

already’ and then it turns out he doesn’t even have land. Because he has to say it, because in that 

particular public place people have to boast.” (Interview with Ziyad, 39, February 13th, 2015) 
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 Owning land is the second marker of manhood that emerged from my research. 

Purchasing land is an important aspect of successful Ghanaian migrant masculinity. As Ziyad 

describes above, owning land is a symbol of wealth, success and evidence of successful 

migration. The second quotation illustrates the expectation of a man to show he has moved 

forward after migrating to the West. In other words, it is expected for a man to continue to 

succeed in his role as provider following migration.  

 Since migration is seen as an opportunity for greener pastures, the societies of origin 

often expect some sort of tangible marker of improvement. Purchasing land is thus also a 

source of honour and pride for men who are able to achieve it as Ghanaian society sees the 

man as having moved forward and having “something to show” following migration.  

 Buying land and building a home in Ghana involves a transnational element as 

migrants earn their money in the Netherlands. It also symbolizes a commitment to the 

geographic location and illustrates a long-term commitment to their place of origin. Unlike 

the sending of remittances, purchasing land shows a greater level of commitment as it means 

that a migrant will either return to their country or at least allow their family back home a 

sense of security. Earning money in the Netherlands to buy land in Ghana symbolizes wealth 

and success in a transnational space. 

 While both men and women engage in acquiring land and building a home, it is 

typically considered a male affair. I see building a home for ones family as a very literal event: 

a man physically puts a roof over his family’s heads, as the saying goes. This reveals a natural 

acceptance that Ghanaian men are supposed to take care of their family. This can be seen in 

the quote from Ziyad below. 

 

“Women can also build it but I think also it has something to do with the culture aspect of the 

gender between men and women…Men mostly think this way: ‘Oh, I have a house. My parents 

are inside. My wife is there with kids. It’s like a safety.” (Interview with Ziyad, 39, February 

13th, 2015) 

  

 Furthermore, as explained in the introductory quote by Ziyad, the Ghanaian 

community acknowledges owning land and building a home as a status symbol. A man who 

owns land and has a house is considered more prosperous and responsible for thinking 

about the future wellbeing of his nuclear and extended family.   

 At the same time, the need to own land or aspire to build a home can also create 

stress for migrant men. As Ziyad explains in the second quote, if a man does not own land 

he may be looked down upon. Ghanaian community places value on a man owning land and 

having a home. If he is in a public space surrounded by other Africans he may feel the need 

to deceive them of his success because of fear or shame that he is unable to attain the 

hegemonic ideal. I will speak more of this in the next section where I discuss how my 

respondents relate to the hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity. 
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5.4 Conclusion 

  In this section I outlined the hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity, as I have 

understood it through secondary literature and ethnographic data from my respondents.  

The emerging hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity is centered on the man taking the role 

of provider. To be a provider in Ghanaian society means many things: a man must be able to 

take care of himself, he must provide economically, emotionally and sexually for his wife, 

materially for his children and parents, and if possible for his extended family as well. 

Following migration, a man is also expected to engage in sending remittances, which 

illustrates success over the adversities of migration and reaffirms his role as provider. 

Owning land and building a home further communicates establishment of the role of 

provider as well as a commitment to one’s family and community back in Ghana. A man 

must also maintain status and honour, which means he must be in good social standing with 

others. Honour comes from professional and economic success as well as having a family. In 

the next section, I will build on the concept of hegemonic Ghanaian masculinity with a 

discussion on how my respondents relate to the hegemonic ideal.  
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6. Relating to the ideal 

6.1 Introduction 

 
“The hegemonic form need not be the most common form of masculinity, let alone the most 

comfortable. Indeed many men live in a state of some tension with, or distance from, the 

hegemonic masculinity of their culture of community. Other men, such as sporting heroes, are 

taken as exemplars of hegemonic masculinity and are required to live up to it strenuously –at 

what may be severe cost, in terms of injury, ill health, and other constraints on life. The 

dominance of hegemonic masculinity over other forms may be quiet and implicit, but may also be 

vehement and violent (Messner 1992 and Herek & Berill 1992 in Connell 2001: 163). 

 

I use the above quote to illustrate that hegemonic masculinity is an ideal present at a 

particular time and place and most men do not live up to it. This is easy to understand as no 

one man can fit into an ideal and many might not even want too. A man can experience his 

life in relation to the hegemonic ideal along with recognition of the obligations expected of 

him to fulfill by his family, friends and society.  

My goal in this section is to discuss how my respondents relate to the hegemonic ideal 

Ghanaian masculinity. Although all men are aware of the presence of a hegemonic ideal this 

does not mean they strive to achieve it. I want to avoid essentializing my respondents and 

placing them in fixed categories. I discuss two first-generation migrant men in detail: David 

and Ziyad, who I introduced in the previous section but will go into further detail here, as 

well as one second generation migrant man named Joseph.   

6.2.1 David  

 I introduced David briefly in the previous section and will now deliberate more on 

him as a person. First I would like to say that out of my eighteen respondents, David’s words 

and actions struck me as relating very close to the hegemonic ideal. David experienced his 

youth and Ghana and has been socialized largely through Ghanaian customs. It is important 

to note that he is critical of some aspects of Ghanaian culture, mainly the role of the father 

in the household, which I found interesting for understanding his construction of his 

masculinity.  

David is 26 years old from the Kwahu tribe. He lives with his mother, step-father 

and two younger brothers in Zuid-Oost, near Ganzenhoef metro station. He has an older 

sister who was married to a Ghanaian before migration and they have a young daughter of 

six years old. David completed his undergraduate education in Ghana before coming to 

Amsterdam in 2009. His father and mother were here before him. His father migrated in the 

1980’s and then his mother followed. His younger brother was born here and has grown up 

in Zuid-Oost.  David is educated with a degree from a post-secondary institution and he has 

a job in the centre of Amsterdam. He does not speak Dutch. 

Other than at church, most of the times I met David were at Hotel V on Nes, a 

street near the Dam. David works as a Public Relations Officer with the management of the 
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hotel but in a different building. Hotel V has a moderately sized restaurant with no more 

than 30 tables and a reading area in the corner. The hotel is perfect for discussion during 

quiet times. The restaurant is to the left side of the hotel lobby making it difficult to miss. 

After 5:00 p.m. the dinner rush starts and it is too noisy for interviews.  

Every time we met at Hotel V David would greet me with a kiss on the cheek. 

Whenever we met at church we would shake hands. David also refused to let me pay for my 

coffee or meals if I ever consumed something while conducting the interviews. This made 

me uncomfortable and I felt guilty because I know he sends money to his family in Ghana 

and has more financial responsibilities than I do. After our third meeting, I avoided eating or 

drinking during interviews. It was more than once that after he paid for our bill he would 

make a joke that he does it so I can say “ah wo ye bema”.  

I believe David constructs his masculinity in relation to the hegemonic masculinity as 

much as possible but with his own ideas about what it means to be a man as well. For 

instance, David sends money to his family in Ghana but he also told me that he will not let 

the pressure get to him. 

David regularly sends money to his family in Ghana. He sends remittances from 

once a week to once every two weeks and regularly communicates with his family back 

home. As is customary in the Kwahu tribe, David grew up with his uncle. He is very fond of 

his uncle who passed away before he migrated to the Netherlands. His uncle left behind a 

daughter and David has a huge responsibility to take care of her. In this way, David is a 

transmigrant that is active in the transnational Ghanaian community.  

At the same time, David’s educational level allowed him to gain stable employment. 

This work position allows him more opportunities to fulfill the role of provider. As 

discussed in the theoretical framework, the differentiated nature of labour migration varies 

and is a result of migrants’ access to informal knowledge, networks for success in the 

mainstream. Middle-class and professional migrants have greater social and cultural capital 

that can allow them to assimilate more easily (Levitt 2007, Pluss 2005, Raj 2003). David’s 

education level allows him more power and ability to earn money, send remittances and thus 

function within the hegemonic masculine ideal.  

I believe David strives to fulfill the role of provider for his long-term girlfriend. 

During one interview David digressed from the topic to show me three dresses that he 

decided to buy for his girlfriend even though she had insisted that it was not necessary and 

their money17 could be put to something else. His insistence to buy her these dresses 

illustrated that he was proud to be able to treat her and fulfill this role. This act along with 

the fact he occasionally sends money to his mother’s girlfriend illustrates that the role of 

provider is important to his construction of his manhood.  

David met his girlfriend during university in Ghana and she is now residing in 

Amsterdam. He did not explain the details of her migration other than that he filed papers 

for her to come as his girlfriend. David plans on marrying her soon and throughout the 

research period they were planning details of their wedding. David shared openly with me 

                                                 
17 David and his girlfriend combine their incomes. 
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that he is a virgin and he will not engage in pre-marital sex. This is representative of the 

hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity as it is considered wrong to engage in sex before 

marriage.  

At the same time, Ghanaian culture also expects men and women not to date. One 

of the topics at LOVETALKS was on pre-marital dating and whether it was ok for 

Ghanaian youth to participate in the act, which is seen as a Western influence on the culture. 

David’s own ideas about dating are that he must get to know the person before he can marry 

them. In this way he contests the ideal masculinity but also maintains it as he is a virgin and 

they have been together for over 7 years. David’s decision to date but not engage in pre-

marital sex illustrate a merging of his own ideas of manhood along with the hegemonic ideal 

of masculinity, especially related to the values of Christian masculinity.  

 I perceive David as a very spiritual person as he attends church every week and 

owes his life and success to God. Sunday is his family day and he attends church with his 

parents and siblings. After church they have lunch and then spend the rest of the day 

together. I discussed previously the strong spiritual element of Ghanaian masculinity. In this 

light, David fulfills the expectations of a virtuous Ghanaian Christian man.  

 David also contested the hegemonic ideal masculinity when talking about his uncle. I 

mentioned previously David’s fondness for his uncle. David’s uncle passed away before he 

migrated to Amsterdam. In the following quote, David explains his feelings towards his 

uncles passing and when he spoke I remember he had tears in his eyes.  

 

 “He did a lot, a whole lot. I could talk about him over and over and over again. But you 

know, what pains me, is that, you know when I said earlier, when your parents take care of 

you until you have teeth and you take care of them for them to lose them. Because when I was 

in a whole position to give back to him, I couldn’t. It hurts me so much because he had put so 

much into me. So much!” (Interview with David, 26, February 5th, 2015). 

 

After this interview, David told me that it was difficult for him to speak about his 

uncle without crying. When David was explaining the sacrifices his uncle made for him he 

spoke with a lot of enthusiasm and joy. This emotional display contests the hegemonic ideal 

of men not showing emotion. At the same time, it reveals that David accepts his position as 

a Ghanaian man, to provide and to give back to his uncle and take care of him. In the quote 

David cites the cause of the feelings of pain to not being able to fulfill his masculine duties 

to his uncle.  

Thus David constructs his masculinity in relation to the hegemonic ideal Ghanaian 

masculinity. By sending remittances, fulfilling the role of provider for his girlfriend, 

maintaining his virginity and discussing openly about his uncle David accordingly contests 

and aligns his masculinity with the hegemonic ideal.  
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6.2.2. Ziyad 

I was given the contact information of Ziyad from my roommate, who had met him 

at a bar she regularly attends. She met him a few days before when she took a friend of hers 

that was visiting us to the bar. Ziyad was my second key respondent. We met for three 

interviews at different cafes around Leidseplein, in the centre of Amsterdam.  

 In the first week of February I met Ziyad at the Apple Store on Leidseplein. We 

decided to meet there as a first point of contact as I was still getting my bearings around the 

city. It is hard to miss the large store and big windows right at the corner in between the 

hustle and bustle of the street.  

Leidseplein is one of the busiest squares in Amsterdam. It is a tourist mecca and full 

of cars, bikes, and people and their respective sounds. Often there are dancers and other 

street performers. There are always tourists walking up and down the street ranging from 

couples to large groups, with people on their bikes going about their day and simultaneously 

trying to avoid the often-disoriented tourists (like myself). Trams and buses run through the 

square frequently in all directions while people stop to take photos of buildings and sights 

they deem noteworthy.  

I was seated towards the back of the large building on the bottom floor. The 

windows let in a lot of light giving the space a very crisp, clean appearance. After entering 

the building a few minutes late, I give Ziyad a wave and he begins to walk towards me. He is 

a tall, broad and dark-skinned man with a shaved head, big eyes and a kind smile. His first 

impression on me was a jolly fellow. My best guess is that he is 190 cm. He looks 

fashionable wearing a grey hoodie with a fur hood, black sneakers and tight blue jeans. We 

walk towards a café directly across the street. After settling in and ordering teas the interview 

begins. 

Ziyad is 39 years old, from the North of Ghana. He is a non-practicing Muslim but 

he is a believer. He has lived in the Netherlands for 13 years. He currently lives in the East 

with his younger brother. Ziyad came here after living in Spain for some time. His uncle has 

lived here and owns an African mask shop in the centre of the city. With this connection, 

Ziyad decided to migrate to the Netherlands. Before settling in Amsterdam, he also lived in 

Den Hague and Haarlem.  

Ziyad distinguishes himself from other Ghanaians and Africans through his 

disassociation from Ghanaian men living in Zuid-Oost as well as other Africans. As 

discussed previously, status plays a role in Ghanaian culture and contributes to a 

man’s construction of his masculinity. Ziyad dislikes having to show off or compete 

and so he avoids attending places where a lot of Africans or Ghanaian people go. He 

explains an “ego” party in the quotation below as a place where people are carrying 

themselves in a way to demonstrate their status and impress others.  

 

“Yes, an ego party. And I don’t want that. I want to go to a place where I shake off all that, 

where I have a good time and I don’t have to show off to anybody and compete with anybody 
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because I don’t need to. I’m there to have a good time and that’s why sometimes I try to avoid 

DNA. Like I told you most of the people who go there are black people, African.” 

 

Ziyad thus constructs his own masculinity as separate from other Africans and 

Ghanaians because he disagrees with the idea of having to compete. He also avoids 

frequent associations with Africans and does not have many African friends.18  

While Ziyad agrees with the marker of manhood to own land and build a 

home, he wants to achieve them on his own terms. He shares this information very 

frankly with me in the quote below. 

 

“That’s what I explained to you, that I, I’m African…(pause) I have my culture which I’m 

proud of. I’m proud to be who I am and I will never want to be somebody else but 

there’s…(pause) Look, not every mentality is a good mentality. You have a good mentality and 

a bad mentality. I don’t want to push myself so hard, ‘Oh, I have to build a house’ because in 

our culture its very, very important. It’s a safety net. You want to build a house so then you 

know whatever happens; I have my own key. Even if I don’t have food. So a lot of Africans 

really kill themselves to work hard just to build a house. Fine, there’s nothing wrong with it. But 

me, I want to start things slowly and do it in my own way. No Pressure.” (Interview with Ziyad, 

39, February 13th, 2015).  

 

Ziyad makes a point to tell me he takes pride in being a Ghanaian before 

explaining that he does not want to push himself.  I think this reveals a tension he 

feels regarding the Ghanaian prescriptions of being a man and building a home, 

while simultaneously understanding the cultural importance of owning a home. In 

this way he constructs his masculinity through disassociation. He views the need to 

build a home as a cause of stress. Ziyads decision to own land reveals he still 

functions within the Ghanaian customary ideas of manhood, however he wishes to 

attain the markers in his own way.  

Thus Ziyad contests the Ghanaiana hegemonic ideal masculinity, viewing it as 

a source of stress. Ziyad constructs his masculinity through disassociation with other 

Africans and striving to dictate the markers of manhood on his own terms. At the 

same time, Ziyad accepts the markers of manhood, which reveals he understands the 

hegemonic ideal but does not seek to fulfill it. 

6.2.3 Joseph 

I met Joseph through the Church of Pentecost in mid-February. During one youth 

ministry meeting, he presented his research on abortion rates among Ghanaian girls. After 

the meeting I approached Joseph and asked him for an interview. We corresponded through 

text and set an appointment. 

                                                 
18 While Ziyad avoids associating with Africans, he does have four close Ghanaian friends who he likens to his 
“best friends”. 
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After meeting Joseph on a rainy evening in Amsterdam Centrum we walked to a 

quiet Ethiopian restaurant that had only one table of two female guests. After ordering a 

vegetarian dish with eggplant, the formal interview began. 

Joseph is 18 years old and studies at the highest level of high school, gymnasiums. 

This is his final year of school and he has already been accepted to attend Vrije Universiteit 

in the fall for life sciences. Joseph wants to be a doctor. His father migrated alone to the 

Netherlands in 1991. After gaining Dutch citizenship, “papers” as they are informally called, 

his mother joined his father.  

The first thing I noticed about Joseph was that he was very calm. He spoke softly 

and occasionally used his hands as an aid when he was explaining things. Joseph sounded 

very confident about his life plans to continue with his education. He left me with the 

impression that he is very focused on school.  

 

“Joseph: Working a little bit. But I think the main thing that is very important that shows 

whether you are a man is school, graduation. Education.  

Me: But why not working?  

Joseph: Ghanaian parents are like everyone can work when you are young so work is not really 

an achievement” (Interview with Joseph, 18, March 4th, 2015).  

 

When I ask Joseph what is the difference between a man and a boy, he tells me that a 

man has completed school and has a driver’s license. I ask him whether working and making 

money is important and he says yes, but it is not as important. Joseph attaches greater value 

to education, which he perceives as more difficult than working and making money. Joseph’s 

meanings are also constructed in relation to his parent’s ideas of what an achievement is.  

My knowledge of Joseph’s research and his presence at the LOVETALKS youth 

ministry encourages me to ask him questions openly regarding dating and sexuality in the 

Ghanaian migrant community. Joseph’s research revealed that young Ghanaian girls often 

do not have good communication with their parents, especially their fathers. Joseph shares 

that in Ghanaian culture, fathers are often emotionally unavailable as a man is supposed to 

be emotionally withdrawn. Children often fear their father as the head of the household 

while the mother is seen as the gentler parent and weaker sex. Joseph shares that he does not 

have a strong relationship with his father. This miscommunication is common for young 

Ghanaian migrants in the Netherlands as there is a division in the values between the two 

generations, especially regarding pre-marital sex and dating.  

Joseph tells me he is still a virgin but not on purpose. He attends church and drinks 

occasionally although church scripture formally forbids this. His parents also drink socially at 

parties and sometimes have a glass of wine for dinner. The choice to engage in pre-marital 

sex, dating and drinking reflects the mixing of values of Dutch and Ghanaian society. 

Joseph’s constructs his masculinity in relation to his ideas of what it means to be a 

man and achieves this idea through his commitment to having an education. He is proud to 

be Ghanaian and believes strongly in his culture. At the same time, he does not seek to 
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achieve the traditional breadwinning markers of manhood outlined by Ghanaian society such 

as, sending remittances and owning land. 

6.4 Conclusion 

 In this chapter I sought to discuss the way first generation and second-generation 

Ghanaian migrant men construct their masculinities in relation to the functioning hegemonic 

ideal. Two key distinguishing features of the data are that the respondents merge core 

Ghanaian ideas of spirituality and being a provider with more liberal Western views of dating 

and individuality to construct their own masculinities. There are a lot more possibilities in 

regards for deeper understanding of these masculinities as second-generation Ghanaian 

migrant men are now growing up and creating new meanings of manhood in Dutch society. 

In the next section, I will elaborate on the Ghanaian hegemonic ideal masculinity and discuss 

how Ghanaian migrant men relate to the pressures of the transnational Ghanaian 

community.   
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7. Experiences of Ghanaian migrant masculinities and the Ghanaian 

transnational community   

7.1 Introduction 

In the previous section I discussed how my respondents construct their masculinity 

in relation to the hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity. In this section I will discuss how 

men experience the influence of the Ghanaian transnational community in relation to their 

masculinity. I briefly discussed the importance of the Ghanaian transnational community in 

3.1 where I discussed the Ghanaian transnational community in Zuid-Oost. The data from 

this section comes from Ziyad and David, who both experience the Ghanaian transnational 

community as a source of pressure but refuse to let the pressure affect them.  

7.2 Source of pressure 

The Ghanaian hegemonic ideal masculinity places a lot of stress and pressure on 

men to fulfill the role of provider. These responsibilities are intensified for migrant men who 

participate in transnational communities, as there are higher expectations for men who have 

migrated to the West. These expectations also manifest differently for first and second-

generation men. There is generally a stronger pull to fulfill the expectations of Ghanaian 

society for first generation men, such as to support family back home by sending 

remittances. Second generation migrants engage in sending remittances less but are generally 

expected by their parents to embrace Ghanaian culture and display key Ghanaian values, 

such as treating elders with respect. For males, expectations include positioning themselves 

for leadership responsibilities in their kin group at an early age. Some examples of this 

include to actively engage and participant in church and with other second-generation 

Ghanaians (Arthur 2010: 114).  

To better understand the impact of the transnational community on men, I asked my 

respondents how they felt about the Ghanaian community in terms of pressure. David 

experiences migration as creating more pressure on him to provide. However he explains 

this pressure as self-imposed stemming from wanting to succeed. In the quote below he 

shares his view on why Africans migrate and how the journey creates expectations in the 

transnational community. 

 

“You have all travelled all the way to this place and basically, you know mostly because there are 

so many Africans who have come up to Europe and other Western worlds to study for school. 

Some came and joined their partners, family reunion and so many other things. But I think the 

basic one was that they all wanted to earn a better way of life, that’s why they all come here. And 

somebody may deny it but I tell you things as I can see them. I don’t hide anything from you. 

That’s the basis, so for a better way of life they are coming here. So you want to really see it better 

and really do well so self-imposed pressure. Also once you travel you are expected to do well. You 

are expected, like I told you the other day, to take care of some family relations. For example, if 

my sister’s daughter was back home in Ghana, it is my huge responsibility; forget about the 

girls mother [his sister], it would be a huge responsibility for me to take care of my niece in as 
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much as the parents are doing it. Its my responsibility as an uncle to provide for her as well.” 

(Interview with David, 26, February 5th, 2015). 

 

David constructs his masculinity in relation here to being a provider but defines the 

pressure as self-imposed. I think this relates to the ideal of altruism in African transnational 

communities as well, in taking care of one’s community, and a commitment to family 

relations back home.  

In another interview David shares, “me for example…I know, I take up that responsibility, I 

have to help. But I won’t let your pressure get to me. I will not do that to myself.” (Interview with David, 26, 

February 20th, 2015). 

Ziyad also views the need to fulfill the expectations of the transnational Ghanaian 

community as pressure. Similar to David, Ziyad recognises these expectations but wants to 

reach them in his own way. 

 

“Yeah, so taking my time because I don’t want to be pressured. A lot of Africans, to be honest, 

have a pressure from home, from Ghana, from their parents and a lot of, to be honest, Africans 

also, its a shame they feel shame to tell their parents, ‘Oh, I don’t have work. I don’t have much 

money.’ They feel like its kind of a failure and I don’t see it that way. You know, because the 

people you left behind they have a different mentality and different ideas about Europe. Some 

people even think that in Europe you don’t pay house rent. You know? Some of them even think 

you get everything for free. So when some Africans come to Europe it takes maybe 2, 3, 4, 5 

years and they feel, like, ‘Oh, I missed something, I’m not making it.’ But I don’t see it that 

way. Everything comes with time, with work. Today can be difficult, that’s fine. And, I don’t 

have to be you. What you have is what you have. What I have is mine, before you are born. 

People have been building houses before you were even born. So, if somebody would have built a 

house, what difference does it make for you?” (Interview with Ziyad, 39, February 13th, 2015). 

 

Displays of material and financial success play an important role in the creation 

of masculinity. As noted previously, being able to send remittances and own land is a 

marker of manhood that illustrates success to one’s family and community in the 

transnational network. Taking pride in one’s success is considered acceptable 

behavior. Failure to provide and meet the prescriptions of provider as outlined by 

Ghanaian society is often met with shame for men. As Ziyad explains, a man feels 

ashamed to say he does not have work or does not have money. He may hide his 

situation from his family and friends as they hold expectations for him to succeed as 

provider. 

 In the following quotation, Ziyad explains that he avoids “exposing himself” 

in Ghanaian society in order to avoid problems. He links displays of success and 

wealth to creating problems.  
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“Every African has his idea of what he wants people to see in Africa that they have ‘made it’. 

They have a car, a big house, somebody who has nice clothes. If you go to the Bijlmer they have 

been working for a year and they buy clothes, they haven’t even worn it for a second before but he 

is putting them in his bags and he will only wear them when he is in Ghana. The clothes have 

been in his closet for almost a year but he will only wear it when he is in Ghana. Nice jeans, nice 

t-shirt. Designer clothes. Look in our culture, the more you expose yourself to society the more 

you get problems. The more you create problems for yourself; it is a society whereby if one has then 

20 don’t have. So if you wear something nice, shoes and a nice car and a nice house its very easy 

for people to peer because everyone sees you when you are visible in society. Because you are telling 

people that you have it, and that you have made it. So all of your problems, all your family’s 

problems, all your friend’s problems, your friends family… everybody would be coming to you!” 

 

Ziyad constructs his masculinity in opposition to the hegemonic ideal Ghanaian 

masculinity by avoiding prestige. This reveals the importance of status in Ghanaian society as 

well as the expectation to display ones ability to provide. He states “everyone sees you when 

you are visible in society” and correlates this visibility with the ensuing expectation to solve 

people’s problems. He states, “all of your problems… everybody would be coming to you!” 

Furthermore, Ziyad believes a majority of the Africans in the Netherlands do not 

integrate well enough in Dutch society, which he perceives negatively. Ziyad believes the 

Ghanaian community in Zuid Oost is overly separated from Dutch society. He reveals this 

to me in the following quote:  

 

“You have two different kinds of Africans in Holland or in general. You have one African who 

lives here but he doesn’t live here and you have one who lives here and he lives here. The difference 

between the one who lives here and the one who doesn’t live here is the one who lives in the 

Bijlmer, lives in the Bijlmer. He wakes up, he picks up his metro, tram, or bus and goes his way 

and he comes back to the Bijlmer. His friends are always Ghanaians or Africans. On weekends 

he goes to somebody’s birthday party and whatever in the Bijlmer. He doesn’t associate himself 

[with Dutch society], even if he is watching telly, he only watches CNN or BBC. So you have 

one who lives here but he doesn’t live here. He lives in Holland but he doesn’t know what 

Holland is. And you have one who lives here and he has his culture, which I do, and also, tries 

to mingle in the society” (Interview with Ziyad, 39, February 13th, 2015). 

 

 Ziyad differentiates between “two different kinds of Africans,” citing himself 

as the second type which he actively seeks to be. This distinction is central to his 

construction of masculinity, as he values Ghanaian culture but also wants to integrate 

into Dutch society. He distinguishes himself as a man from other Ghanaians living in 

the Zuid Oost and those that do not integrate. 

7.3 Conclusion 

 In this moderately short section, I have described how two first generation migrants, 

David and Ziyad, experience the transnational community as a source of pressure. They 
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identify the expectations of being a man as having increased following migration as the 

community expects more from migrants. Both men recognize the expectations to provide of 

the Ghanaian hegemonic ideal but seek to avoid letting the stress impact them. I also 

discussed Ziyad’s perceptions of the Ghanaian community in Amsterdam as overly separated 

from Dutch society. In the next and last section, I discuss how my respondents perceive the 

Zuid Oost, Dutch culture and Dutch men.   
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8. Life in Amsterdam [Zuid Oost] and experiencing Dutch culture  

8.1 Introduction 

The last section of this thesis is broken into two parts. The first part is focused on 

how my respondent’s view Amsterdam [Zuid Oost] and a construction of masculinity they 

perceive there and the second part looks at how they relate to Dutch culture and Dutch 

men.  

I begin the section by describing David’s portrayal of the Zuid Oost as as an 

unfavourable neighbourhood for child rearing. Then I go into the discussion of how my 

respondent’s view the difference between themselves and Ghanaian men who live in Zuid 

Oost. This is valuable for two reasons: it illustrates a flight from the Ghanaian community in 

Zuid Oost and also reveals their construction of masculinity as separate from the type of 

men they believe live there.  

Lastly, I describe how Ziyad, Joseph and David view Dutch culture and Dutch men. 

8.2.1 Zuid Oost environment 

Before I started my fieldwork in Zuid Oost I had a few colleagues at university and 

work make comments regarding my personal safety. The term “ghetto” was also passed 

around. The first time I visited Zuid Oost and the subsequent visits after did not leave me 

with an impression of the area as particularly menacing. At least not when I compare it to 

some neighbourhoods in Toronto. But this is a personal bias. Also to be fair, I have not 

grown up in Amsterdam. I am aware that the Zuid Oost has disproportionately higher crime 

rates in comparison to the rest of Amsterdam and was previously considered quite unsafe 

but that this is changing. This reveals a personal preconception to myself and the reader, 

which I will make explicit here. I thought that the boys who grew up in Zuid Oost (the 

Bijlmer) and the men I spoke with would have broken the negative portrayal of Zuid Oost 

by the media but instead they confirmed these portrayals with their stories.  

During my last interview with David he shared that he would not mind having his 

children grow up in the Netherlands but not in the Zuid Oost. His niece is currently growing 

up there and he is in contestation with his sister regarding her upbringing. While David 

thinks it would be better for her to grow up outside of Zuid Oost, his sister believes she can 

raise her in a Christian background with the help of God.  

In the excerpt below, David explains how living in Zuid Oost has negatively affected 

his younger brother. David’s younger brother, Stephen, is 18. He is a first generation migrant 

but was very young when he migrated to the Netherlands.  

 

“D: Zuid Oost, it’s a very bad influence on young kids.  

Y: Is it the societal perception of Zuid Oost or actually Zuid Oost itself?  

D: It’s Zuid Oost itself. But mind you, there are people who have been raised in Zuid Oost who 

are perfect individuals and are doing really good. If you take 10 kids you could have 4 out of 

them who are doing okay. But the other 6 are… (Pause)… No. My younger brother, Stephen, 

came here young and he has really integrated to that sort of life. So, for example a typical 
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Ghanaian young boy would not talk back when his mother talks. He talks back. To his father 

he does as well. And to the extent as well that he sometimes gets violent with him as well. And 

once he decides to get violent, he does it. You can’t stop him.” (Interview with David, 26, April 

2nd 2015). 

 

David says, “that type of life” to describe his brothers violent encounters with his 

step father and the fact he talks back to his mother. I think the “type of life” he describes 

reveals David’s ideas of Dutch society in combination with growing up in Zuid Oost. I do 

not understand why David attaches his brothers talking back to a learned behaviour 

stemming from living in Zuid Oost. Nonetheless, David sees the Zuid Oost as a bad 

environment to raise children. This belief is relevant as all of my second-generation 

respondents explained the Zuid-Oost in a negative light and constructed their masculinity in 

contestation to the perceived values of the men that live there.  

8.2.2 Zuid Oost ‘fast money’ boys  

In the previous section I described David’s perception of the influence of Zuid Oost 

on his brother. In this section I would like to further my explanation of the critical view 

emerging of Zuid Oost by describing the type of men my second-generation respondents 

claim reside there. Joseph, Michael and Emmanuel depicted boys and men living in Zuid 

Oost as only interested in ‘fast money’. ‘Fast money’ means the desire to gain money quickly, 

potentially through illegal means. I consider this acquisition of money as bringing status and 

symbolizing success. 

I have introduced Joseph in the previous chapters. Michael and Emmanuel are two 

friends who I met perchance during the research period. Emmanuel, 18, was a guest at the 

restaurant I work at part time. I introduced myself to him and asked for an interview. The 

day of the interview I was able to also meet Michael, 22, a good friend of Emmanuel. Both 

men have been born and raised in Amsterdam. Emmanuel lived in Zuid Oost with his 

parents until recently and Michael still lives there. I interviewed Emmanuel for two hours in 

a quaint café called Café de Tuin in the Jordaan. After the interview we walked together to 

meet Michael on Wolvenstraat, one of the streets in the outer canal ring. I then interviewed 

Michael with Emmanuel present. That same week my phone was stolen from my purse 

along with my wallet and I lost the interview material. Luckily I took notes and I am basing 

their portrayal of Zuid Oost men based on these notes.  

In my notes I have “fast money” written in caps with big letters, which I remember 

Emmanuel saying during the interview.  When I asked him the difference between himself 

and other Ghanaians he said that the boys and men from Zuid Oost are overly focused on 

the present moment and the way they present themselves to others. Michael told me that the 

majority of men in Zuid Oost think about the short term. Emmanuel agreed with this and 

said they “sprint” instead of “thinking about the marathon”. Both men said that the 

Ghanaian men they have met and seen in the Bijlmer are more interested in status than they 

are. 
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 Joseph also constructed his masculinity in opposition to the men who live in Zuid 

Oost. As I mentioned previously, Joseph focused on his education and defined himself in 

terms of his education. This can be seen in the quotations below: 

 

“If I am with Ghanaian boys in the Bijlmer, the only things they talk about is money or the way 

they get money and girls and this and that. I’m not that type of person, yeah; who talks about 

that…their perspective is different from mine. I’m really focused with school and a lot of 

conversations, if I am talking with somebody, it’s about school and they have like, different 

interests. ” (Interview with Joseph, 18, February 26th, 2015).  

 

“Yeah and it seems like they are not focusing on school and things like that and since I’m 

focusing on school its not something that I would talk about. Its not that I don’t like to wear 

fancy stuff and yeah, expensive things but like yeah, they are always talking about such things 

and that’s not something that I would talk about”(Interview with Joseph, 18, February 26th, 

2015).  

 

Joseph constructs his masculinity in relation to the other Ghanaian boys in Zuid 

Oost, which he views as overly focused on material items and girls. Joseph sees himself as 

focusing on a more important path of life, on following education.  

Michael, Emmanuel and Joseph’s views on other Ghanaian men living in Zuid Oost 

illustrates a separation from the Ghanaian community, describing themselves as different 

from the men there, as well as from Ghanaian men in general who they describe as overly 

materialistic and focusing on the short term. 

8.3.1 Joseph: “I don’t feel like the Dutch in Netherlands have a culture anymore”  

 Overall Joseph is happy that he lives in the Netherlands but he says that he is not 

proud to be Dutch. Joseph has a dual sense of belonging; he is proud of his Ghanaian 

culture and grateful to live in the Netherlands but constructs his identity as separate from 

Dutch society. Living in Amsterdam Noord, Joseph had a separated upbringing from other 

Ghanaians that grew up in Zuid Oost and he tells me he does not have any Ghanaian 

friends. At the same time he still feels a sense of belonging as he travels from the Noord to 

Zuid Oost to attend church. 

 

“I am very proud that I live here, I see it as a blessing that my parents were able to come here 

and provide all the things we have here like that I can go to school, get knowledge, get my life up 

and that I have the basic fundamentals to do what I want to do in a way. Some people don’t even 

have that chance so in a way I’m very proud that I am living in the Netherlands. But it’s not 

I’m like very proud that I’m a Dutch person.” (Interview with Joseph, 18, February 6th 2015). 

 

Joseph is grateful that his parents migrated but is not proud to be Dutch. When I ask 

him the difference between himself and Dutch men he cites the belief in God as the main 

difference. Joseph constructs his identity in relation to Dutch men, who Joseph sees as “not 
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having a God or a culture.” This confirms that Joseph values religion and it plays an 

important role in his constructions of masculinity.  

 

“I, have a religion. I believe in God and a lot of white people don’t believe in God anymore… 

Because they don’t believe in God they don’t have rules to follow and its like yeah, I don’t feel 

like the Dutch in Netherlands they have a culture anymore. It’s so open and a lot of things have 

changed and I feel like they don’t have a culture anymore. So they also don’t have rules to follow 

towards the culture and I do. And, um, thereby a lot of things are different.” (Interview with 

Joseph, 18, February 26th, 2015). 

 

Joseph values spirituality and his masculinity is linked to being a man who “has 

religion” which is key in the functioning hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity. Joseph also 

sees the lack of religion in Dutch society and Dutch men as contributing to a lack of rules, 

which is something he is not familiar with. I think the rules he discusses stem from 

Christianity and constructions of right and wrong in Ghanaian society. There are clear rules 

about what is acceptable and unacceptable behaviour for Ghanaian youth. For example, 

rules regarding abstinence from drinking and sex. While at the LOVETALKS meeting, I 

noted in my field notes five times the point of view from the Church elders and some of the 

youth that “sexual education is not appropriate for Ghanaian culture”. This relates to the 

value of abstinence, as being open sexually is not appropriate behaviour for Ghanaian youth.   

  

“In Dutch culture everybody’s like, I don’t give a shit what he or she is thinking about me. If he 

thinks that I am an idiot then, yeah let him think that way. But in Ghanaian culture a man 

would be very concerned if somebody thinks he is an idiot or he’s that or that or that. In Dutch 

culture, everybody is so free and yeah, if he thinks I am an idiot then let it be. Let it be that 

way.” (Interview with Joseph, February 26th, 2015). 

 

At the same time, I think Joseph believes this “lack of culture” can sometimes be 

beneficial. He states, “so they also don’t have rule to follow towards the culture and I do.”  

This also reveals a tension in Joseph’s construction of masculinity as he sees himself as more 

under pressure to fit into certain cultural expectations than Dutch men have to do.19 

 

“What Dutch people do, a friend of mine, yeah, if he is in love or has a girlfriend I figured out 

that they talk about sex and things with their parents and their parents give them advice but I 

won’t tell my parents if I fancy someone. I don’t know, its like, just something you don’t do.” 

 

Joseph perceives Dutch men as more open and freer sexually. I think this is another 

source of tension for Joseph as Dutch men are allowed to talk with their parents about their 

sexuality and feelings of intimacy, and he is not able to do so. 

                                                 
19 I personally disagree with Joseph’s idea that Dutch men do not have rules to follow or 
that Dutch people do not have a culture.  
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As a second-generation Ghanaian migrant man, Joseph values his Ghanaian culture. 

He looks critically at the lack of rules in Dutch society and constructs himself in opposition 

to other Dutch men, “who do not have religion”.  

8.3.2 David’s Point of View 

David sees Dutch society as valuing the individual more and valuing respect and 

respect for elders less than in Ghanaian society. This he revealed in a previous interview 

where he described the differences in behaviour between Dutch and Ghanaian men.  

 

“[In Ghanaian society] there is lots of respect for elders in Ghana compared to what we have 

here. For example, I use my work setting. I work with one other guy who is born here and bred 

here. There is one man and he is 49 years old and the sales manager he is 19 I think. I am 26. 

When I see the way this boy talks to the man. For example, the man asked him to do something 

and he says, “No, I can’t do it. It’s too much for me. Just get it, get it out of my way.” And he 

finds it normal, because he thinks, “no. I was wrong. I was giving something too much for him to 

do so I am wrong”. In an African setting, he, the 19 year old, would have been wrong because 

he’s an elder. You never talk on top of your voice to an elderly. Not for any reason. You could 

be so right and he could be so wrong but you should always succumb to him.” (Interview with 

David, 26, February 2nd, 2015). 

 

David believes Dutch society values respect less than in Ghana as his colleagues 

behaviour leaves him in disbelief. He constructs his masculinity in relation to the lack of 

respect in Dutch society. As a Ghanaian man, he implies that he would never speak to an 

elder in the same manner. In this way, David’s meaning of it means to be a man, which is 

related to hierarchical respect for his elders, conflict with Dutch society. In the following 

quote, he also explains that one of his younger brothers has integrated into Western society 

and values himself more than his family. 

 

“They have tuned their minds. They have really integrated into Western culture, so they don’t see 

it. Why should I do it? For example, my brother who I told you about. I have two other brothers 

and the last one, who you met before. He is much more of the second generation. We have an 

uncle in Ghana who is sick so every month we contribute, myself, my sister, my mom and my 

brother and we send to him. Now, this happens every time. But our last boy says no, I have to 

think of myself and live the life I want to live.” (Interview with David, 26, April 2nd 2015) 

 

As David’s brother does not send remittances, this causes David to feel that he has 

integrated into Dutch society, which he correlates with “I have to think of myself and live 

the life I want to live.” This sentiment reveals David’s ideas about Western society, as 

individualistic and also regarding the integration, or assimilation, of second-generation 

Ghanaian migrants whom he views as more individual.  
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8.4 Conclusion 
In this last section I examined two themes. I first discussed David’s feelings regarding 
Amsterdam Zuid Oost, which mirrors the sentiment from the majority of my respondents 
coupled with how three second generation men: Michael, Emmanuel and Joseph construct 
their masculinities in relation to other Ghanaian men living in Zuid Oost. Afterwards I 
examined how one second-generation and one first generation Ghanaian migrant man, 
Joseph and David respectively, perceive Dutch culture and how they construct their 
masculinity in relation to this.  
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8.4. Conclusion  

This thesis is an ethnographic account of three months of fieldwork I conducted on 
Ghanaian migrant men living in Amsterdam. I have sought to understand how first and 
second generation Ghanaian migrant men living in Amsterdam experience their masculinity 
after migration to Amsterdam and within transnational communities and how they construct 
their masculinities in relation to the hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity. 

This thesis is meant as a contribution to gendered male experiences of migration. 
The ethnographic data from this research was combined with the theoretical framework of 
transnationalism and masculinity. Transnational spaces, gendered geographies of power and 
hegemonic masculinity were used to understand the way migrant men construct their 
masculinities. The gendered geographies of power theory examines an individuals social 
location and agency in multiple social and spatial scales. It helps to explain how transnational 
spaces give men opportunities to define and redefine their masculinities in relation to the 
functioning hegemonic masculinity at a given time and place.   

A majority of Ghanaians in the Netherlands reside in a borough of Amsterdam Zuid 
Oost, known as the Bijlmer. They have established a strong community in the area that 
functions as a social network and aids new and old Ghanaian migrants. The community, 
along with the church, also serve as moral authorities which work to re-enforce gender 
norms regarding what it means to be a Ghanaian man. 

The hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity revolves around the role of the male as 
provider. A man is expected to provide economically and emotionally for his wife, children 
and parents. If a man is unable to fulfill this role he may experience shame and dishonour.  

The impact of the Ghanaian transnational community was largely considered a 
source of pressure for the first generation male respondents, as migration increases 
expectations of the male to fulfill the role of provider, although men sought to define their 
obligations on their own terms.  

First and second generation Ghanaian migrant men have differing ideas about what 
it means to be a man. While first generation Ghanaian men are more likely to acknowledge 
the hegemonic ideal Ghanaian masculinity and engage in attaining markers of manhood such 
as, sending remittances and owning land, second generation men construct their 
masculinities in opposition to other Ghanaians living in Amsterdam and in combination with 
Western values of pre-marital dating and individuality.  
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Appendix  

1. Matrix of Respondents 

Name Age Gender Residency Country of 

Origin 

Arrived in 

Netherlands 

How we met 

David 26 Male Zuid Oost Ghana 2000 Church of Pentecost 

Pastor Ayawa 53 Male Zuid Oost Ghana 1980s Church of Pentecost 

Suzie 46 Female Zuid Oost Ghana 1990s Bijlmer Market 

Akin 30 Male Zuid Oost Nigeria 2004 Barber Shop 

Pastor Falana 66 Male Zuid Oost Ghana 1980s Kandelaar Building 

Pastor Kofi 54 Male Zuid Oost Ghana 1980s Revival Church of 

Pentecost 

Emmanuel 19 Male Amsterdam 

Centrum 

Ghana Born Customer at my work 

Manu 22 Male Zuid Oost Ghana Born Friend of David 

Kumi 23 Male Noord Ghana Born Mutual friend 

Ziyad 39 Male Amsterdam Oost Ghana 2002 Mutual friend (my 

roommate) 

Gloria N/A Female Zuid Oost Ghana N/A Bijlmer Market 

Dorcus N/A Female Zuid Oost Ghana N/A Bijlmer Market 

Kofi 32 Male Shelter Sierra Leone 2008 Stichting Secret Garden 

Joseph 18 Male Noord Ghana Born Church of Pentecost 

Ama 30 Female Zuid Oost Ghana Born Email 

Dzidzo 18 Male Amstelveen Cameroon Born Met in school 

Sunny 36 Male Amsterdam 

Centrum 

Zimbabwe 2009 Facebook 

Dzifa 26 Male Zuid Oost Ghana Born Church of Pentecost 

Eben 18 Male Zuid Oost Ghana 2014 Church of Pentecost 



2. Interview Questions 

General 

Name: 

Age:  Occupation: 

Marital Status: 

Children:  Family in NL/Ghana (yes/no, who): 

Time in NL: 

City of origin (e.g. Accra, Kumasi, Tamale)  Dialect spoken: 

 

Employment  How did you end up working in ---?   Do you like your job?   Does it bring 

you fulfillment?  Can you talk about the role of --- in the Ghanaian community? In the 

Ghanaian diaspora? 

  

Migration 

Why did you choose to migrate to the Netherlands vs. another country? 

How do you feel living here? Are you happy? 

Is there something you really miss?  Do you feel at home here?  Is there anything you 

would like to share from your migration journey?  How do you identify (Ghanaian-Dutch, 

Dutch, Ghanaian, African-Dutch, etc..)? 

What has been the greatest struggle for you as an immigrant? As a man? As an African/West 

African? 

How do you/did you cope with migration? 

  

W. African/Ghanaian Community 

Can you talk about the West African/Ghanaian community in NL? 

How important is the role of community in Ghanaian society/culture? In the Ghanaian 

diaspora? 

Do you feel apart of the community West African/Ghanaian community? What is it like to 

be apart of the West African/Ghanaian community?  

How would you describe the West African or African people you have met while living in 

NL? 

What does it mean to be apart of a diaspora? Apart of the Ghanaian diaspora? 

What responsibilites/obligations/expectations do you have as a Ghanaian man? As a 

Ghanaian man living outside of Ghana? 

Are there certain expectations you have to fulfill?   If you could change something/to 

improve the Ghanaian community/diaspora what would it be? 

What role does sending remittances play on how you see yourself as a migrant man? 

How important is it to give back to the Ghanaian community? 

  

Gendered 

What does it mean to be a Ghanaian men? An African man? A West African man? 
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How would you describe yourself in comparison to Dutch men or African men from other 

countries? 

How do the gender roles/positions change following migration? What is the hardest part 

family wise or as a man for adjusting to life as a migrant in the Netherlands? 

How would you describe the differences between the way men/women experience 

migration? 

Does having a family change the migration experience? How? 

What does Ghanaian/Dutch society expect from a male? How does this differ from the 

expectations for females? Are these expectations changing? How? 

What does the first generation and second generation see as problems facing males/females? 

How do their points of view differ? What affects does this have on the way you view 

relationships?  

Did your parents stress stereotypical gender roles?  
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