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Abstract

Academic literature often frames African girls through a lens of sexual and reproductive
vulnerability, with limited attention to their self-defined experiences. This study used
photovoice methodology to explore how Ghanaian girls living in Nima, a neighborhood
in Accra, represent their lives. Drawing on Afro-feminism and Black Girlhood Studies,
the study engaged six girls in a participatory process of documenting perceptions of their
lives through photographs, artists’ statements, and interviews. Thematic analysis of their
visual and narrative data produced a counternarrative of girls’ lives in Nima, offering a
multifaceted vision emphasizing intergenerational bonds between women and girls, and
national, cultural, and spiritual pride. By centering Ghanaian girls’ voices, this study calls
for a reimagining of how African girlhood is represented in social research. It affirms
youth-voice knowledge production as vital to more just and accurate scholarship.
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1. Introduction
The existing literature on the lives of Ghanaian girls predominantly focuses on sexual

and reproductive health, addressing issues such as HIV/AIDS awareness [1], access to
healthcare [2], early pregnancy [3], and the structural barriers influencing their reproductive
health needs [4,5]. While some research considers the broader experiences of Ghanaian
girls, much of the literature focuses on their physical health vulnerabilities. This framing
positions them as subjects of intervention rather than active agents who shape and tell their
own stories. This perspective has material consequences, affecting how they are studied,
viewed, and engaged by society [6–8]. The emphasis on risk and limitation obscures the
complexity of their lives, confining research to problem-driven inquiries that prioritize
external perceptions over self-defined realities.

This study aimed to shift this narrative by re-evaluating problem-centered research
paradigms and centering the perspectives of Ghanaian girls themselves. Using an Afro-
feminist lens and photovoice, a participatory methodology that enables youth to document
and interpret their experiences, this project created space for girls in Nima, Accra, to
respond to and reframe their representation in academic discourse. Rather than reinforcing
depictions of them as at-risk subjects, this approach foregrounded their agency, insight,
and self-definition. This study aimed to broaden the conceptualization of their lives by
examining Ghanaian girls’ self-identified realities in contrast to dominant portrayals.
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1.1. Ghanaian Girls’ Representation in the Extant Literature

Reproductive health is often framed as the most urgent challenge facing Ghanaian
girls in the existing literature. Scholars have documented the cultural stigma surrounding
contraception, which associates birth control with promiscuity and causes many girls to
avoid seeking reproductive care [9–11]. This stigma is frequently linked to early pregnancy
and school incompletion [12,13]. Similarly, menstruation is presented as a primary barrier
to girls’ education, with studies highlighting the impact of inadequate menstrual education,
lack of sanitary supplies, and social shame on school attendance [4,14–16]. Teachers’
reluctance to discuss menstruation, shaped by cultural taboos, is said to contribute to girls’
unpreparedness in managing their menstrual health [5].

These studies offer valuable insight, yet collectively perpetuate a narrative that posi-
tions Ghanaian girls as at-risk and vulnerable rather than agentic. The sustained emphasis
on sexual and reproductive health, while undeniably important, narrows the analytic lens
and flattens the complexity of girls’ lives. Relational, cultural, spiritual, and imaginative
dimensions of their identities are often overshadowed. This narrowing is particularly
troubling given the historical subjugation of African women and girls to dehumanizing
discourses that reduced them to reproductive bodies—a legacy rooted in colonial racial
hierarchies [17–19]. Although contemporary scholarship may seek to address disparities,
the predominance of literature focused on reproductive vulnerability reifies deficit logics
by portraying African girls as passive recipients of hardship and subjects in need of inter-
vention. By centering what girls lack, social research too rarely engages what they know,
value, or envision for themselves, thereby reinforcing what Adichie calls “the danger of
a single story” [20]. Such reductive narratives flatten their humanity, obscure complexity,
and sustain global hierarchies of knowledge and power.

To counter these workings, Afro-feminist and Black Girlhood Studies scholars call
for research that foregrounds the imaginative and resourceful ways African girls navigate
and contest marginalization [21]. This move requires displacing vulnerability-centered
framings and involving girls directly in shaping how their lives are represented [22].
Aligned with these values, we invited Ghanaian girls to articulate their relationships to
place, faith, family, and futurity, and in so doing, developed narratives that move beyond
deficit logics. By documenting their daily lives and naming what matters to them, the
girls presented a more expansive vision of African girlhood grounded in dignity, pride,
care, and critical awareness. We argue that these insights reveal funds of knowledge that
should be foundational to social science research if we are to move beyond the limiting
characterization African girls are subjected to.

1.2. Who We Are & Why We Write

We write as diasporic Black scholars committed to affirming the histories, perspectives,
and well-being of African-descended people globally. Though we worked and studied
at the same research institution during the study’s implementation, our scholarly back-
grounds differ: the first author is a Black American woman whose research specializes in
Black Girlhood Studies (BGS), while the second is a Ghanaian male scholar of mathematics
education. As a faculty member and graduate student at a US-based research-intensive
university, we recognized the privileges afforded to us, including access to institutional
funding, academic networks, and the structural legitimacy often granted to research pro-
duced within Western academia.

In recognition of these historical and structural forces that have intentionally and
unintentionally marginalized and pathologized global Black communities, we formed a
study group to explore Pan-African politics and research collaboration. Our goal was to
build a collaboration grounded in the values of unity, solidarity, self-determination, and
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the collective well-being of African-descended people worldwide. Our initial discussions
in this regard centered on the similarities and differences in Black experiences in Detroit,
Michigan, USA, and Accra, Ghana, with a particular emphasis on how Black girls are treated
in our respective ethnic communities. Motivated by a shared desire to challenge deficit
narratives constraining their opportunities, these conversations sparked our commitment
to developing new approaches that more robustly document and affirm Black lives, and to
expand our learning and collaboration with others focused on pan-African experiences.

The process of learning together identified two unique disparities in the literature
that this work attempted to address: (1) the over-representation of Black American girls’
social realities, likely due to greater research resources available to U.S. institutions, and
(2) an overwhelming focus on Ghanaian girls’ sexual and reproductive health, likely
reflecting the prioritization of health-related research funding in African nations. These
imbalances shape how Ghanaian girls’ identities and experiences are understood, often
reducing their complex intersectional identities and experiences to narrow frameworks.
We therefore designed a study to intervene in these discursive inequities and counter the
limited perceptions Ghanaian girls are subjected to by asking: How do Ghanaian girls’
self-defined realities compare with their representation in the literature?

1.3. Study Context

This study was conducted in Nima, a vibrant and historically significant neighbor-
hood in Ghana’s capital city, Accra. As one of the city’s oldest and most densely populated
communities, Nima has developed a rich cultural and economic identity shaped by decades
of migration and resilience. Since Accra became the colonial capital in 1877, the city has ex-
perienced significant modernization and infrastructural development [23]. However, urban
expansion has not been uniform across all neighborhoods. Disparities in government in-
frastructure have negatively affected access to resources and opportunities in Nima [23–25].
Still, it is a diverse and dynamic economic hub, attracting people from northern Ghana and
transnational communities [26]. This ethnic and cultural diversity has shaped Nima into a
vibrant community despite the significant infrastructure and urban-planning challenges
it faces. Its residents are resourceful, contributing to the broader economic and cultural
landscape of Accra.

Despite Nima’s significant community cultural wealth, persistent under-resourcing
fuels a powerful place-based stigma that shapes how residents are perceived. The com-
munity is frequently reduced to narratives of deficiency, obscuring the complex relational,
cultural, and economic practices that sustain daily life. As a result, residents bear not
only material constraints but also the symbolic burden of misrecognition. This dynamic is
especially consequential for girls, who contend with layered stereotypes tied to both gender
and geography. Girls from the Global South are routinely labeled “at-risk,” a designation
that individualizes vulnerability while masking the colonial and structural conditions that
produce inequality [7]. Such framing narrows policy responses to interventionist solutions
focused on correcting individuals rather than transforming systems. These deficit logics
are mirrored in much of the literature on Ghanaian girls, where remediation dominates
over paradigms that interrogate structural power and imagine systemic change.

With these realities in mind, we worked to ground the research in community rela-
tionships rather than external assumptions. We, therefore, partnered with a Ghanaian
non-governmental organization (NGO) that provides community-based education and
support for Nima youth and their families. This relationship developed through the first
author’s long-standing connection with a Pan-African group of teaching artists who lived
in Nima and taught photography classes at the NGO. The university researchers wrote the
curriculum utilized throughout the photography project. The teaching artists, who had
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long-term ties to the Nima community through the NGO, recruited the girls who partici-
pated and facilitated the curriculum. The university researchers facilitated permission and
assent processes and collected and analyzed the data produced through the project.

Our informed consent process included obtaining permission to conduct the study
from Nima community elders who played a central leadership role in the NGO, holding an
information session for adult caregivers about the study, obtaining signed permission from
adult caregivers for their youth to participate, obtaining further permission from adult
caregivers to meet with each prospective youth to explain participation in the study, and
obtaining youth assent from each participant before proceeding with the study’s methods.

Six girls, ages 11 to 17, were recruited for participation through these efforts. Three
were in Junior High School, one in primary school, and two in Senior High School. Ethni-
cally, four were migrants from northern Ghana or neighboring countries, and two were
from southern Ghana. Two girls identified as Christian. The rest were Muslim. Three
lived with both parents, two with relatives, and one did not disclose their guardian status.
Their adult caregivers worked in the informal sector as traders, artisans, or small-scale
entrepreneurs. We make note of the girls’ diverse identities and backgrounds because they
shaped the focus of their lenses (see Table 1). They drew on their identities as primary
sources for both the content they created and the subsequent narration of the images
they captured.

Table 1. Participant Demographics.

Pseydonym Age Ethnicity School Level Religion

Queen of Buse 11 Ga-Adamgbe Primary Christian
Lubi-Darling 14 Fulani Junior High School Islam
Empress Limash 15 Bakosina Junior High School Islam
Miss Naija 17 Fulani Senior High School Islam
Elicity 16 Busanga Junior High School Islam
Richlove 17 Did Not Disclose Senior High School Christian

Note. Each participant created a pseudonym to protect their identity.

2. Materials and Methods: Operationalizing a Strengths-Based Research
Design to Elicit Nima Girls’ Voices

Afro-feminism and Black Girlhood Studies (BGS) offered relevant frameworks to
operationalize a strengths-based approach to narrating the girls’ lives in Nima. Rooted in
African epistemologies, Afro-feminism offers both intersectional and decolonial conceptual
tools to challenge knowledge systems that have obscured our understanding of African
girls’ experiences in research, policy, and practice [27]. It resists the uncritical applica-
tion of Western feminist theories in African contexts and encourages scholars to develop
knowledge grounded in local cultural logics and social practices. This makes it especially
appropriate for research that seeks to understand African girls’ experiences on their own
terms, rather than through externally imposed categories or deficit frameworks.

We took particular interest in the Afro-feminist concepts of epistemic disobedience,
epistemic pluralism, and decolonial dreaming. These ideas encourage African scholars
and communities to challenge dominant forms of knowledge production and assert the
legitimacy of Indigenous and culturally specific ways of knowing. They also acknowledge
that there are multiple ways of knowing beyond empirical data sources, including spiritual,
embodied, and relational knowledge. In so doing, Afro-feminism takes up the process of
imagining liberated futures emanating from African women’s experiences, values, relation-
ships, and histories. These concepts shaped the development of the study’s curriculum, as
we used them to create opportunities for the girls to explore their local context, invoke their
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personal experiences as sites for theorization, and imagine their lives beyond the social
challenges they face.

Given that this project was designed to support a specific community of girls in Nima,
we also drew carefully from BGS to design the study and analyze its data. Although BGS
is a frame largely conceptualized by Black women and girls in the West [28], it makes an
important claim: Black girlhood is a distinct experience from Black womanhood, given
that women hold more power and status in society than their younger counterparts,
even if those privileges are fraught. For this reason, BGS scholars work to center girls’
experiences by extending and sharing power in the methodological process, namely by
foregrounding girls’ voices in data collection methods [21]. We applied these insights
reflexively, adapting these commitments into the ethical principles we drew from alongside
the cultural, spiritual, and communal logics of Afro-feminism. Together, these conceptual
frames provided complementary tools for designing a study that foregrounded the girls’
self-defined experiences and cultural knowledge while remaining attentive to the context-
specific meanings of girlhood in Nima.

2.1. Methodology: Photovoice

In keeping with our conceptual framing, we used photovoice to advance the culturally
affirming and liberatory ideals of the diasporic African feminisms that underpinned the
study’s design. Photovoice engages individuals, particularly members of underrepre-
sented groups, in documenting their lives and in collective knowledge production [29,30].
As a participatory research methodology, the approach encourages critical reflection, en-
hances participant agency, and acts as a tool for advocacy [31]. Research indicates that
“visual methods are a compelling way for Black girls to display and locate their voices
and epistemologies through creative mediums” [32], p. 15. This approach challenges
dominant narratives and facilitates a more representative and engaging youth-led research
process [33].

Only a few scholars have employed photovoice methodology in the Ghanaian con-
text [34,35]. Asamoah and colleagues used it to examine the challenges faced by children
with disabilities in inclusive education settings, demonstrating the method’s capacity to
inform policy and practice. This study extends the use of photovoice in Ghana to center
girls as knowledge-holders and meaning-makers, offering a participatory space to talk
back to the extant literature by sharing their experiences and reflecting on their everyday
realities. Photovoice also supports critical consciousness-raising by enabling participants
to interpret their own situations while contributing to broader societal conversations [36].
Rather than positioning the method as a tool for empowerment, this project uses photovoice
as a collaborative practice to support reflection, expression, and social critique. The girls’
images and insights reveal not only the challenges they face but also the care, pride, and
aspirations that structure their daily worlds.

2.2. Data Collection & Analysis Methods

The study’s data corpus was developed bi-weekly over seven weeks. Each week
corresponded to a theme centered on Afro- and Black-Feminist concepts to draw out
the girls’ funds of knowledge and identity. We also taught them various photography
skills and genres, introduced them to works by African women, and provided supervised
practice time to brainstorm and capture images (see Table 2). The researchers designed the
curriculum to achieve these aims, and the NGO teaching artists implemented it during the
first meeting of the week. The researchers observed and supported their efforts virtually,
attending each session via Zoom and conducting group interviews to learn about the
girls’ perceptions of their photographs. During the second meeting of the week, the
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teaching artists supervised the girls as they took photographs locally. The girls also took
the cameras home to continue taking photographs throughout the week. In the final week,
the researchers conducted a one-hour semi-structured interview with each participant
virtually via Zoom, and the teaching artists arranged a gallery exhibition and celebration at
a local restaurant in Nima. The teaching artists received a stipend for their coordination
and facilitation work, while the girls were given a stipend and the digital camera they used
throughout the program.

Table 2. Overview of Weekly Curriculum.

Weekly Theme Meeting 1: Activities Meeting 2: Shooting
Assignment

Week 1: Meet & Greet/Intro to
Photography

The girls played icebreaker games,
received digital cameras, and learned
how to operate them.

Who I am: Photographs of
people, places, and things
representing who I am

Week 2: A Day in the Life (Street
Photography)

The girls shared artifacts that
represented and described who they
were, reviewed and discussed photos
from Week 1, and were introduced to
Michael Cunningham & Craig
Marberry’s photography on Black
women’s wisdom.

Wisdom around Me:
Photographs of beauty,
knowledge, and inspiration in
my community

Week 3: (Re)membering the Past
(Portraiture & Landscape)

The girls told cultural stories of the past,
reviewed and discussed photos from
Week 2, and were introduced to
portraiture and landscape photography
through the works of James VanDerZee
& Kwame Brathwaite.

The history I live: Photos that
remind me of the past

Week 4: Walking in the Present
(Contemporary Black women
Photographers)

The girls told stories and wrote poems
about their present realities, reviewed
and discussed photos from Week 3, and
were introduced to contemporary works
in Mfon: Women Photographers of the
African Diaspora by Adama Delphine
Fawundu and Laylah Amatullah Barryn
and Viewfinders: Black Women
Photographers by Jeanne
Moutoussamy-Ashe.

The Things I think About:
Reflections on Life in Nima
Today

Week 5: Looking Toward the Future
(Afro-futurist Photography)

The girls drew and imagined their future
dreams, reviewed and discussed photos
from Week 4, and were introduced to
Afrofuturist photography through
Afropunk Black Photography and the
Columbia College of Chicago’s Museum
of Contemporary Photography online
exhibit: In Their Own Form.

Afrofuturist Me: Pictures of
Visions of my Future

Week 6: Exhibition Preparation

The girls reviewed and discussed their
entire portfolio, gave encouraging
feedback, and selected 5 photos for
gallery display.

The girls prepared an artist’s
statement.

Week 7 Exhibition & Celebration

The process generated 30 photographs, six demographic questionnaires, six observa-
tion notes, six artist statements, and six interview transcripts that were voluntarily shared
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with the researchers. The researchers then employed a three-round inductive approach to
thematic analysis to derive meaning from the data [37]. In the first round, we used in vivo
coding to produce 248 distinct descriptors of the girls’ lifeworlds. In the second round,
we applied descriptive coding to organize the initial codes into categories. These initial
codes were categorized into four groups: Descriptions of Life in Nima, Descriptions of their
Photos, Descriptions of Themselves, and Descriptions of Project Participation. Under these
categories, the initial codes were sub-categorized to identify specific concepts conveyed in
each. In the third round of analysis, we compared the sub-categories to identify consistent
ideas evident across each category. During this process, the category called Descriptions of
Themselves was collapsed under Descriptions of Life in Nima, as most quotations there
also reflected their perceptions of and experiences in Nima. Also, the category Descriptions
of Participation in the Project stood out as a separate theme beyond the scope of this
inquiry, as the data within focused on the girls’ evaluation of their learning experiences in
creating and curating photos. Among the two remaining categories, Descriptions of Life
in Nima and Descriptions of Their Photos, we observed that the girls depicted their lives
more expansively than how they are commonly represented in the literature. We wrote an
analytical memo to this effect:

So, Elicity, Richlove, Lubi-Darling, Empress Limash, Queen of Buse, Miss Niaja,
all 6, took pictures that challenged the idea that they live downtrodden and
sexually focused lives, as the literature suggests. And also in their descriptions of
their lives in Nima and themselves, they also challenge that idea in specific ways.
So, this is an important theme that cuts across all of the data. It is represented in
the initial codes in each of the categories (Analytical Memo 7).

Therefore, we developed the theme “Challenging a Narrow View of Life in Nima” to
describe how the girls’ perceptions of their lives and the photos they captured to express
them demonstrate a critical imperative to research Ghanaian girls’ lives beyond their
framing as a subjugated group (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Code Tree.

3. Results: Challenging a Narrow View of Girls’ Lives in Nima
That, as for me, I’m not bad. Yeah, because if I stay in Nima, that doesn’t mean
I’m a bad girl. And Nima is not a bad place. It’s good.

~Richlove
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The girls took photographs of their favorite neighborhood places, including local busi-
nesses, places of worship, and youth hangouts. They made portraits of their friends and
family, especially of women and girls, and bore witness to the care and encouragement that
they found in their hometown. Counter to their depiction in the literature as medicalized
subjects, the girls expressed a more expansive view of their life-worlds. They documented
influential women and relationships, showed their cultural pride, and expressed the signifi-
cance of spirituality in their lives. In so doing, the girls challenged the narrow discourse
surrounding African girls’ realities.

3.1. The Girls’ Descriptions of Life in Nima: Navigating Reality, Demonstrating Agency, and
Sharing Future Hopes

The girls were not naïve about the realities of growing up in Nima. Significant
challenges related to housing, sanitation, public health, and safety, along with inadequate
employment and education, render gendered violence in all its forms a very real issue for
women and girls there. Still, the girls focused their lenses both within and beyond these
materialities. Empress Limash shared:

Nima is not a quiet place. It’s a very harsh community and many people sleep
there. And there are many people that try to abuse some of us. So we just pray to
God that we will not fall into their trap so that we become like them. And also,
Nima is nice, but you must be careful. [Outsiders] think Nima is not a good place,
but Nima is a very good place. What you need is to be careful. They think we
don’t know anything. We are just there doing things that are not important. But
there are some girls in Nima that are very good and also very nice.

Empress Limash’s description of Nima’s reputation was shared by the other girls. Like
the literature documenting the adversities Ghanaian girls face, the girls were clear that
trouble is accessible in Nima. However, they were also clear that the risks they face do not
describe the totality of their experiences. Lubi-Darling shared:

Outsiders take Nima to be a bad place but you are the person that is supposed to
choose. If you choose to go to the wrong parts, it’s your own cup of tea. If you
choose to go to the right part, you will be ok. I’m very proud because I see Nima
to be normal. I’m growing in it, but I don’t see anything bad about it. I don’t see
myself doing anything bad. [I’m] comfortable.

Of the girls’ photographs, Empress Limash’s “Where I live” adds color to this com-
plexity. From behind the rusted rail of a highway overpass, she captured a Nima road
during rush hour, where drivers and pedestrians were enveloped in smog, cars and trucks
coated in dust, and modest structures, some made of tin, closely lined along the road. The
Western gaze may stereotype this scene as proof of Nima’s abjection through its evidence
of environmental and infrastructural challenges (see Figure 2). However, Empress Limash
wrote in her artists’ statement that the picture “shows where I live. It makes me feel happy,
proud, and excited.”

Like Empress Limash, the girls held positive and agentic perspectives of their lives
in Nima, describing a sense of personal power within, connection to, and pride for their
community. They shared how their community inspired them to do and be their best.
Elicity said, “Sometimes when I hear that kind of comments from people about Nima, I
feel sad, and I always say this. When my dream come true, I shall make girls of Nima
proud of themself.” The photographs of their visions for the future demonstrated a shared
perspective on Elicity’s hope. They envisioned themselves as doctors, entrepreneurs,
teachers, wives, and mothers—cherished, respected, and revered roles for women in Ghana.
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Their hope for personal and professional status was rooted in aspirations to give back to
Nima. Miss Naija said:

 

Figure 2. Where I live by Empress Limash.

Some years ago I visited hospital. That time, we not even having health insurance
but they collected money from us and the way the doctor used to treat the women
make me angry. But at that time, I’m still young. So, since that day, I used to tell
my dad that Inshallah [By the grace of God], I want to become a doctor. I don’t
want to become a doctor so that I can get money, but I want to become a doctor
so that I can help people.

The girls’ understanding of the realities of living in Nima was complicated by their
simultaneous perceptions of its goodness, the pride it instills, and the aspirations it in-
spires. This finding reinforces the need to rupture the metanarrative of African, and more
specifically, Ghanaian girls’ perpetual dispossession. Queen of Buse’s reflections on her
hometown further relay this point:

When you are from Nima and you go to other place. . .when they ask “where are
you from?” Then you said “Nima.” They will be surprised because they know
Nima. [People outside Nima] see them that they are bad because some people
think that girls in Nima wear short dress. But some people do see them like they
are good. Those who think good things about them, that is fine. But those who
think negative, then they have to stop that because we are human beings.

Queen of Buse emphasized the humanizing importance of challenging stereotypes
about life in Nima. She noted that the risk factors associated with a place do not define
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the people living there. Further, her comments on Nima girls’ reputation as those who
“wear short dress” hold implications for research in the social sciences, as the literature’s
overemphasis on African girls’ sexual and reproductive health contributes to and reinforces
longstanding stereotypes that girls in Nima are subjected to.

3.2. The Girls’ Descriptions of Their Photos: The Significance of Women & Girls’ Cultural,
Political, & Spiritual Identity

The majority of the girls’ photos documented the women and girls, as well as national,
cultural, and spiritual practices that sustain and give meaning to their lives. They created
photos demonstrating how women in their families and communities take care of each
other, celebrating their grandmothers, sisters, nieces, and girlfriends as the source of their
livelihood, care, and joy. Miss Naija took a photo of her grandmother, a market woman
who sells kola nuts (see Figure 3). Calling the portrait “Home Sweet Home,” she shared
intimate memories of family time with her:

 

Figure 3. Home Sweet Home by Miss Naija.

That picture is about my grandmother, especially when she’s selling kola. So, in
the evening, when she brought the kola home, we used to play with them, and
she would tease us, and we would run or play. So I just love it. That’s why I
take a picture of her. She gives good advice, company, and income. Like if I need
something, she is the only one who can help me if I’m sick. She is very close to
me. She is the only person to help me.

Richlove also made a portrait, this time of her sister and niece, and entitled it “My
Sister.” She explained:

I took this photo because I love my sister, and she is so caring and lovely. My
sister is a calm and good person, and she’s hard-working. That’s what I want to
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learn from her. . .how she does everything. The way she talks to people and all
that. Sometimes, when she cooks, even for the family, we won’t eat. She’ll just
give it out to people who need it more.

These portraits reflect the essential care work women in Nima perform. Their work
is often unnoticed, yet deeply sustaining. Elicity’s photo about the past, which captured
a pair of purple, grey, blue, and teal nike shoes, captured the joy of a birthday surprise
from her sister and the confidence she found in the gift of style. Entitled, “The Amazing
Sneakers,” Elicity shared:

The Amazing Sneakers was about a birthday gift. My sister bought it for me.
It was a surprise gift. I didn’t expect anyone to buy me a shoe. So when I saw
the shoe, I danced that day. Hah. I love the shoe. . . I like fashion. When I wear
something that is functional, it make me look good and always people praise me
that I look good and I love that. It make me feel proud and big. I wish I have
more so that I can give people, so that people will see that them too, they are
special just like me. How I feel, I want them to feel this way I also feel, and it is
because of my sister.

The photos that Empress Limash, Elicity, Miss Naija, Rich Love, Queen of Buse, and
Richlove took of the women and girls in their lives reflect the profundity of the quotidian
in navigating Nima. They shared the simple acts of kindness and love that are so important
to African girls’ ability to transgress the boundaries they face. A grandmother’s playful
gestures, modest income, and care, and a sister’s model of sacrifice and the gift of beautiful
adornment create closeness, connection, confidence, and joy in a place that may otherwise
constrain these fundamental social-emotional needs. These narratives counter the over-
depiction of the harsh physical realities of life in communities like Nima by shifting our
gaze to find the inherently human and tender relationships that are also there. The social-
emotional realities of Nima girls’ lives have been unexplored, though they are no less critical
in understanding their well-being than the dominating depiction of their physical realities.

In addition to capturing significant filial bonds, the girls also documented national
landmarks, monuments, and buildings, describing them as places and symbols of personal
pride. Elicity’s photo, “Ghana, The Land of Resources,” captured a colorful array of
stringed beads hung from the ceiling of a market booth (see Figure 4), and wrote in her
artist’s statement, “I love everything made in my country, Ghana. Ghana is a wonderful
country.” Richlove captured a photo of the Jubilee House, the official presidential palace
(see Figure 5). Calling it “My Motherland,” she explained, “I like the way it looked like. It
makes me so proud of myself.”

These expressions of national pride can be read as acts of self-location within national
identity. The girls’ choice to capture sites of national significance as important to their
identities push back against their framing as marginal to politics or objects of humanitarian
concern. They located their values and sense of place in Ghana, asserting themselves
as belonging to and, by virtue of their aspiration to contribute meaningfully to society,
shaping the nation. Their photographs of national landmarks and affirmations of Ghana
and Nima as wonderful places render visible their connection to political life. They rooted
their identity not in need or crisis, but in pride, citizenship, and belonging.

The girls also documented cultural festivals, attire, and inscriptions, describing the
personal significance they held. Their images reflected not only aesthetic appreciation but
a deep sense of cultural rootedness. Their choices to photograph traditional celebrations
and adornment speak to how cultural expression serves as a source of joy, identity, and
self-definition. In a portrait of women attending a marriage festival, Elicity explained the
cultural significance and joy that wearing beads brings her:

https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16030095

https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16030095


Societies 2026, 16, 95 12 of 19

 

Figure 4. Ghana, The Land of Resources by Elicity.

 

Figure 5. My Motherland by Richlove.
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You see, Ghanaians, they love beads, especially the Krobos. When [the Krobos]
wear it, I feel like wearing some. The way they paint their self and they put on
their beads and they dance to their tunes. I really like it. I like how they celebrate
their festival, that’s why I chose this picture. The festival is about young girls
who are ready to going into adulthood and marriage. So you have to go to the
festival to show that you are a mature person. . .. Bead is the one that I see most
people use during the festival. . . Beads make a girl look beautiful, especially the
yellow colors. . . So when you wear it, it draws people’s attention. They want to
see where I got that from. They wish to wear the same. When I don’t wear them,
I don’t feel okay. Like now, I don’t feel okay because [the beads] are not on me.

Similar to Elicity’s cultural interest and joy in Ghanaian beads, Lubi-Darling took
pride in Nima girls’ participation in traditional ethnic dress. She shared a portrait of girls
in her family, called “African Queens,” and explained:

They are my cousins and they are dressed according to their tribe. The one on
the left is a Fulani and the one in the middle, she’s Hausa and the one on the
right is Yoruba. So they dress differently. We don’t attend the same school, but
on that day, they said they should dress in their African wear. So when they are
dressed, when they were about to leave for school, I took pictures of that. I am
very, very proud. Africa is a very, very loving continent. If you are in Africa, with
the exception of those who are more interested in maybe Europe or America. But
if you are more interested in Africa, then you see the benefits of it.

Lubi-Darling curated two photographs of girls dressed in cultural wear. The second
photo depicted twin girls who were her classmates and friends. Dressed in blue with
cultural markings on their faces, she called the photo “African Twins” and explained that
expressing cultural pride is something that she discusses regularly with her friends. “We
always talk about Africa—Ghana,” she said, “so I can see their passion. They are very, very,
very proud. I took the picture because they looked like queens from Africa because they
are dressed as Africans. They are very young but interested in their tribe and proud of
it.” Both of Lubi-Darling’s photos demonstrate the cultural pride she and her peers feel,
especially when dressed traditionally.

Queen of Buse also explored cultural pride through her exploration of form, pattern,
and the past. She took a photo of flip-flop soles decorated with painted adinkra, and nailed
to a wall as installation art (see Figure 6). Entitling the photo “African Designs,” she said
she took the picture “because they show symbols of Africa and my motherland, Ghana.
I feel good because it represents the past and our forefathers also, they were the ones
who named them.” In so doing, she honors and helps preserve the legacy of knowledge
embedded in Adinkra. Through her lens, she captured wisdom that has endured across
generations despite erasure and systemic efforts to interrupt historical memory.

In addition to sharing their cultural heritage, the girls also expressed the significance
of their spiritual identities, taking photographs of their mosques, churches, holy books, and
religious leaders. They expressed the psycho-social significance of these places, materials,
and people, sharing how they provide respite from the pressures of everyday life in Nima
while also receiving tangible support in the form of financial assistance, religious education,
community celebration, personal peace, and encouragement. Lubi-Darling took a photo
of an empty musalla (prayer room) at her mosque and titled it “Wisdom.” (see Figure 7).
She shared:

When you go to this place, as you can see, nobody is in there. But when you go
there, when you are alone, you’ll sit down, and you think. You meditate. You
think about what is good, also what to do in the future. You think about wise
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things. But when you are out there [on the street], people are making noise, you
won’t be able to think. You can’t get a time to think.

 

Figure 6. African Designs by Queen of Buse.

This quotation exemplifies the importance of the girls’ interiority. That is, the right
to oneself, to think, reflect, and imagine beyond the constraints of public life. The girls
expressed how their spiritual and religious institutions served as sites of self-creation,
providing both literal and figurative spaces to contemplate and shape their lives.

In addition to demonstrating the spaces where girls are able to find rest, their photos
about spiritual identity further expressed their cultural pride. They shared how hearing
from successful religious leaders, worshipping in beautiful spaces, and meeting foreigners
who travel to share in that experience helped them feel good about themselves and their
community. Elicity took a photo of the central mosque in Nima, its grand domes and arches
set behind two smiling schoolboys and filling up most of the frame. The photo captures
her impression of its grandeur and importance. She explained:

This is the beautiful Mosque in Nima. Big people, big Imams, come from far
places and preach the word of God so you’ll understand it. That is a nice place.
How the structure of the Mosque and how they built it. I like it. It is a tourist site.
I’m happy that my area is a tourist site to meet. And I can see foreigners that I’ve
never seen before [there]. Sometimes I communicate with them.

Elicity’s description of the mosque as a site visited by “big Imams” and “foreigners”
conveys her awareness of its symbolic importance, not only as a spiritual and architectural
wonder but as a site of global recognition and cross-cultural exchange. Her quotation
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reflects how the girls saw themselves as belonging to important places of rest, reflection,
and community engagement.

These representations of relationships with women and girls, citizenship, cultural
adornment and communication, and spiritual expression and belonging are representative
of the girls’ pride in their heritage, providing insight into the significance of the rich his-
tories, celebrations, art forms, places, and practices contributing to Ghanaian girls’ sense
of self-worth and joy. Their voices challenge narratives flattening African girls’ experi-
ences by demonstrating how they care for and are cared for by others, the meaningful
connections they hold to their nationality and ethnicities, and the sense of peace, com-
munity, and belonging they enjoy in Nima. Their voices assert the complexity of human
experience, demonstrating how pride, joy, and belonging also exist in places replete with
socio-economic and health disparities.

 

Figure 7. Wisdom by Lubi-Darling.

4. Discussion
The girls’ perceptions challenge and broaden the existing literature by presenting a

more comprehensive view of Ghanaian girls’ lives. While we do not deny the significant
sexual and reproductive challenges faced by girls in Nima, we contend that overempha-
sizing these hardships reinforces stereotypes that serve as controlling images of African
girls’ experiences across the globe [38]. Empress Limash, Queen of Buse, Lubi-Darling,
Richlove, Miss Naija, and Elicity used their photographs to depict life in Nima, highlighting
the social challenges while also showcasing the intergenerational connections between
women and girls; pride in national, local, and cultural identity; and the significance of
spirituality to their experiences. BGS emphasizes the importance of fostering and elevating
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this multidimensionality as a crucial protective factor and counter-hegemonic practice to
enhance the well-being of African girls [21]. This study illustrates the substantial power of
photovoice in realizing this critical need.

The girls’ view of Nima as a positive place, despite the existing disparities, reflects a
sense of youth agency that researchers should work to amplify. The girls held a nuanced
view of their community, recognizing the challenges that coexist with a rich mosaic of
cultural and social connections. This ability to perceive life’s multiplicities reflects their
agency, as they not only acknowledge systemic flaws but celebrate the significance of their
lives and community. This counters the prevalent portrayal of African girls as a subjugated
group, instead illustrating how they actively assert their belonging and take pride in their
identity. In doing so, the girls exemplified the everyday acts of self-definition that form the
basis of Black girls’ resistance to marginalization. Naming the people, places, and artifacts
that are significant to their experience is a quiet act of asserting one’s humanity and place in
the world [39]. This is a significant move against representations that define their realities
for them.

We also learned about the girls’ sense of belonging through their photographs of the
women and girls in their lives. They expressed how place is made through provision,
critical conversation, and joyful moments. These everyday acts of care are structural to
Black girls’ capacity to thrive and challenge the idea that care originates primarily from
institutions. The girls’ photos showed how care work is grounded in intergenerational
bonds, sisterhood, and friendship, intimate connections that hold the power to defy social
domination [40]. Set against the backdrop of a body of literature that erases these powerful
bonds, we see Ghanaian girls as potentially more connected and supported than their
communities receive credit for. The significance of filial and intergenerational bonds among
Ghanaian women and girls deserves sociological exploration, as there are likely many
distinct, but overlooked ways girls navigate social constraint through these bonds.

The girls’ photographs of national landmarks provide insight into their political iden-
tities, asserting a sense of connection to and stake within Ghanaian national life. Their
expressions of citizenship challenge dominant portrayals of African girls as in need of
rescue, as is often perpetuated in development discourse, media, and academic literature.
Linking their personal sense of pride to national landmarks expresses a claim to and visibil-
ity within national life, shifting the lens from viewing girls as merely vulnerable subjects
to recognizing them as historically and politically situated people who see themselves as
part of the social, cultural, and civic fabric of their nation. African girls are often discred-
ited or denied recognition as political actors [27], and the ways in which they shape and
participate in nations are underexplored or reduced to a paternalistic framework [41]. The
girls’ interest in national life underscores the need for deeper engagement in social science
research regarding Ghanaian girls’ political beliefs, experiences, and actions.

Further, the girls’ cultural pride, expressed through dress and language, carried
aesthetic meaning, with implications for how we should conduct social science research.
They showed us how colors, patterns, beads, clothing, signs, and symbols hold meaning
full of cultural knowledge and histories that they are proud to adorn. These expressive and
aesthetic acts documented how self-styling claims community, joy, and dignity [42]. This
aspect of Ghanaian girls’ lives is detrimentally underexplored in the literature. Removing
the right to self-expression is among the first acts of domination used to subjugate and
colonize the African continent, but many traditions remain despite efforts to erase them [43].
Drawing from and encouraging cultural expression through social science research not only
sustains subjugated ethnicities but disrupts the colonial logic and subsequent outcomes
that their erasure maintains.
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Finally, the girls’ spiritual expressions foregrounded the significance of their interior
lives in a context where the outside world could be overwhelming. The girls’ lifting as
significant of the right to retreat is critical, given the myriad ways rest, self-reflection,
and dreaming are denied to Black girls globally. The space to be still and experience
spiritual connection provides what hooks calls “self-recovery” [44]. That is, the space for
Black women and girls’ emotional lives to be centered, protected, valued, and utilized for
healing and well-being. However, spirituality conflicts with traditional frameworks in
social science research and is often dismissed as having little or no epistemological value,
despite its central role in the experiences of African people worldwide. However, drawing
from and encouraging what Dillard calls a “spiritually engaged pedagogy,” we understand
spirituality not as an add-on, but as a legitimate and necessary way of knowing [45].
Spirituality is an epistemologically significant method that connects African-descended
people to ancestry, purpose, and community. Acknowledging and amplifying the spiritual
is essential to research that honors the full humanity and intellectual traditions of girls in
Ghana, and across the African diaspora.

5. Conclusions
Queen of Buse, Lubi-Darling, Empress Limash, Miss Naija, Elicity, and Richlove devel-

oped counter-narratives of Ghanaian girls’ realities while illuminating new possibilities
for sociological research on African girlhood. By centering the girls as interpretive author-
ities, this project moved beyond documenting reproductive harm or social risk toward
a fuller account of African girls’ social circumstances. The culturally situated visual and
participatory approach we used makes visible dimensions of Ghanaian girls’ care, culture,
politics, and spirituality that traditional social science often overlooks. The girls’ photos
and words remind us that these dimensions of humanity are not luxuries [46]; they are
constitutive elements of everyday life that deserve deeper and strength-based explorations
to counter the dominating discourse shaping their experiences. We therefore suggest that
future research on African girlhood build culturally situated and participatory structures
into its designs. African girls’ relational, cultural, political, and spiritual knowledge should
be treated as foundational rather than supplemental to research aimed at transforming the
social conditions of their lives.
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