
 

 

 

 

 

 

Nonbinding Blackness: 

Ghanaian Immigrant Encounters with Race & Racialization in the United States 

 

 

 

 

Selorm A. Quist 

Theories of International Mobility 

December 17, 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

1 

Abstract 

The United States is a leading destination for Ghanaian emigrants, and Ghana is among 

the top ten sending nations of Black-identified migrants to the U.S. Hundreds of thousands of 

Ghanaians contribute to a broader population of more than two million Africans who have 

recently emigrated to the States, yet both groups are minimally accounted for in scholarship on 

migration, race, and ethnicity. Most of these immigrants are socially and politically ascribed the 

racial category “Black” upon arrival irrespective of their preexisting/nonexistent relationship to 

the U.S. racial framework.  

Through a review of current literature and firsthand interview data with three Ghanaian 

Americans, this paper aims to address the following question: How do Ghanaian immigrants 

experience race in the United States, and to what extent are they racialized as Black? The 

existing data and my early contributions to the discourse suggest that despite external 

characterizations of these immigrants as Black, this racial identity is non-binding. Ghanaian 

immigrants can resist U.S. racialization just as they can accept and internalize it. 
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Introduction 

I am Black, but I don’t think my parents are.  

My mother’s skin is a dark brown, and my father’s somewhere between wheat and 

bronze. Their two-toned lips and textured hair would lead anyone to assume what I’d figured to 

be true for most of my life – they are Black. In a country at times still operating on the skin color 

hierarchy of the one-drop rule, and in a global order shaped by the vestiges of White supremacy 

(Brown 2013; Mills 2014), I figured they had as much choice in their racial identity as they did 

in being born in West Africa. 

They emigrated as adults from Ghana to the United States, where in time they would 

become citizens, raise children, and spend more than 70 combined years navigating the nation’s 

social and political systems. I heard stories and occasionally bore witness to the moments when 

these systems identified, and punished, their perceived blackness. I assumed my parents, whether 

initially resistant or ambivalent, had no choice but to accept this identity. 

Admittedly, behind this assumption was a quiet hope that they would claim and 

participate in this racial identification. As a budding researcher born and raised in the United 

States, informed by the tradition of Black Sociology, and influenced by Pan-Africanism, I place 

value on the study of Black people with the aim of positive social change and on the idea that 

people of African descent have grounds to unify toward common interests (The Association of 

Black Sociologists, n.d.; Schaefer 2008, 173). Yet as my parents recently finalized their 

permanent return to Ghana, I decided to ask them about their racial identification to clarify my 

hunch. Despite having lived so long in this society, they upended my assumptions. They were 

Ghanaians, Africans, and now African Americans, but they informed me that they were not 

Black. Not really.  
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So, who exactly were my parents? How, after decades of enmeshment in the country’s 

racial order and having spent the majority of their adult lives in the country, could they deny 

what I and the United States Census Bureau had taken as fact? I knew that such differentiation 

was not uncommon; some Latinx groups, such Dominicans, whose “street race” is Black 

frequently identify instead by nation of origin, as mixed race, or with the racial-regional-ethnic 

hybrid title “Hispanic” (López, n.d.; Bailey 2001). And, admittedly, I had grown up with subtle 

and overt warnings not to become too “Americanized,” for fear that adopting U.S. cultural norms 

would leave me vulnerable to the country’s racialized economic and carceral pathologies. That 

my parents had hesitations and fears around the racial marker was not unanticipated. But the idea 

that Africans, whose continent is the conceptual “home” of blackness, could wholly reject the 

identity seemed curious, to say the least. I wondered, for the Ghanaian immigrant, where is the 

line between being perceived as Black and perceiving oneself as Black? 

 

Ghanaian Identities in Context 

Racial identity for the Ghanaian immigrant to the United States is rooted in a 

multilayered history. Technically speaking, the earliest documented migration of Ghanaians to 

the United States began during the era of slave trading from the shores of West Africa’s “Gold 

Coast” to the budding new territory in North America. Enlightenment era notions of race would 

morph into racialized and color-based identities used by Europeans and New World colonists to 

justify colonial chattel slavery, globalizing the Iberian “negro” and its English counterpart 

“black” to describe enslaved peoples from West Africa (Bainbridge 2018; African American 

Registry, n.d.; Bonilla-Silva 1997, 471). Following these centuries of global racialization and the 

eventual legal abolition of the slave trade, people of what was then the British-administered West 

African Gold Coast, began limited yet voluntary migration to North America in the early 1900s 
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(Arthur 2016, 1). For many Gold Coastians with the means to school and work abroad during the 

first half of the twentieth century, their focus would turn to getting the British rather than 

themselves out of the colony. In 1957, Gold Coastians achieved independent rule, renaming the 

country Ghana after the medieval West African empire.. This newfound political independence, 

coupled with U.S. reforms such as the Immigration and Nationality Act, increased the number of 

mostly professional and degree-seeking Ghanaians in the States in the early 1960s (Arthur 2016, 

2).  

By 1965, Ghana was faced with an unprecedented regional economic crisis, exacerbated 

by domestic political instability. Multiple coup d’états and persistent economic insecurity 

prompted unemployment and social discontent that would push professional, semiskilled, and 

unskilled Ghanaians abroad during the subsequent two decades (Anarfi and Ofosu-Mensah 2018, 

52-54). Although Ghana eventually settled into far greater political stability at the start of the 

1990s, more than 20,000 Ghanaian émigrés had already begun to establish careers, families, and 

radically new livelihoods in the United States (Owusu and Yankson 2017; U.S. Department of 

Commerce 1992). 

Today, the United States is one of the top two destinations for Ghanaian emigrants, and 

Ghana is among the top ten sending nations of Black-identified migrants to the U.S (Migration 

Policy Institute 2015, 6-7; Anderson and Lopez 2018). Hundreds of thousands of Ghanaians 

contribute to a broader population of more than two million Africans who have emigrated to the 

States within the last fifty years (Anderson 2017).  

Despite consistent growth rates for this immigrant group, their experiences are minimally 

accounted for in migration literature specifically and in sociological research broadly. 

Undoubtedly, continental Africa is a diverse and heterogenous continent; thus, making claims of 
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a singular African migrant experience is irresponsible and invalid. Yet a commonality shared by 

many African migrants, particularly those from sub-Sharan Africa, is being ascribed the color-

based racial category “Black” upon arriving to the U.S. Regardless of whether they identified 

with this racial classification before their arrival, sub-Saharan African immigrants – including 

Ghanaians – are through both socialization and bureaucratic systems predominantly identified by 

a marker reflecting a deceptively simple racial framework (Adida and Robinson 2018, 1; Berlin 

2010; Asante 2010, 10). 

Sociologist Eduardo Bonilla-Silva offers a sound theoretical framework that enables us to 

make sense of these phenomena. Decoupling racism from racial categories, Bonilla-Silva 

effectively argues the existence of social arrangements supported by a foundation of racial 

ideology. Contrary to most of the frameworks that predate his own work and limit racism to a 

static phenomenon acted out by irrational individuals, he advances the idea of racialized social 

systems to typify “societies in which economic, political, social, and ideological levels are 

partially structured by the placement of actors in racial categories or races” (1997, 469). 

Systematized racial assignments function to maintain a hierarchy; in the United States, this has 

historically manifested as economic, political, and cultural hegemony that elevates those 

classified as White to the top and relegates those deemed Black to the bottom. This 

conceptualization of society as one in which multiple systems assign and organize people by race 

allows for the logic that the society’s systems would seek to absorb immigrants into race-making 

and racial reproduction by virtue of the society’s structural dependence on such organization. 

From this vantage point lent to us by Bonilla-Silva, it becomes apparent how and why Ghanaian 

immigrants can or do become subsumed by the identifier “Black” upon arriving to the United 

States. 
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Ghanaian adults who migrated to the U.S. between 1960 and 1990 were introduced to the 

country’s racialized social systems at what I believe is an especially distinct and affecting time in 

history. These Ghanaians came of age during the (Pan-)African liberation struggles of the 1950s-

1970s and walked into the immediate post-Civil Rights era and ongoing Black Power 

movements in the U.S. This demographic would also have been experiencing the U.S. racial 

system at a time when the term “African American” was first in vogue, popularized by civil 

rights activist and 1984 presidential candidate Jesse Jackson (Chacko 2003, 497; Wilkerson 

1989). The majority of Ghanaian immigrants who would go on to establish lives over multiple 

decades in the States would have been present for additionally pivotal moments that brought 

“Black” and “African” identifications to the fore, among them the LAPD beating of Rodney 

King in 1991 and the NYPD’s murder of unarmed Guinean immigrant Amadou Diallo in 1999; 

the 2008 election of President Barack Obama; and the Black Lives Matter movement.  

Reflecting on this historically unique string of social and political milestones, I began to 

speculate that Ghanaian immigrants who started building their lives in the United States between 

1960 and 1990 are socioculturally peculiar. Their exposure to and possible participation in these 

significant moments of racial reckoning as adults, combined with their extended entanglement 

with the U.S. racial system, signified the potential for their conceptualizations of race and 

identity to differ from younger or more recently established Ghanaian immigrants. What these 

differences could be was not immediately clear, though my exploration quickly illuminated that 

the socioculturally peculiar experiences and understandings of race by these Ghanaian 

immigrants had yet to be fully articulated in academic or lay circles.  
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Paper Aims 

It was with this hypothesis that I sought out to answer the following question: How do 

Ghanaian immigrants experience race in the United States, and to what extent are they 

racialized as Black? This paper seeks to animate this central question, and in doing so address 

other critically related ones: What experiences do Ghanaians undergo that signify or initiate 

their racialization in the United States, if any? What experiences or conditions motivate and 

demotivate Ghanaians to self-identify with blackness and Black Americans? This piece frames 

these questions in the lived context of Ghanaians who arrived in the U.S. as adults during the 

peculiar cultural time between 1960 and 1990 and who have lived in the U.S. for at least three 

decades. Based loosely on existing data on acculturation (Abramitzky 2017; Abramitzky 

Boustan, and Eriksson 2020, 127; Waters and Jiménez 2015, 108), I view three or more decades 

as sufficient time for a Ghanaian immigrant to have an intimate and well-established 

understanding of US racial norms. 

My attempt at a careful and thorough exploration of these quandaries is laid out in the 

forthcoming sections, including a detailing of the existing literature on racial identities of 

Ghanaian immigrants to the United States. This is followed by my own additions to the discourse 

by way of firsthand qualitative research on this unique sub-set of Ghanaian immigrants. Before 

speaking to the implications of this area of study, the discussion section thereafter seeks to bring 

these two realms of data into conversation and to put forth my central thesis: Like Ghanaian 

immigrants who have stayed in the U.S. for shorter durations, socioculturally peculiar Ghanaians 

experience Black racial identity as a selectively sticky marker. They can, to varying degrees and 

in varying contexts, assume a Black racial identity as part of their self-conceptualization, but 

they are unlikely to see themselves as bound to the race assigned to them by the sociopolitical 

systems of the United States.  
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Exploring this subject matter is admittedly rooted in intellectual curiosity as much as in a 

desire to narrativize the experiences of people like my parents, a generation of long-term 

Ghanaian immigrants whose multi-decade experience lends itself to a valuable retrospective in 

race and migration studies. In addition to creating a product valuable to social science, this study 

also seeks to serve as a venue for narrative and as an homage to elders who, metaphorically and 

literally, brought a new generation to a new land. 

 

A Note on Terminology 

Before moving too far forward, I’d like to offer clarity on key terms as they will be used 

herein, the definitions of which are amalgams of scholarly and colloquial interpretations that are 

in part noted above. 

Sociologists overwhelmingly agree that race is a social construct, one predicated on 

perceived physical similarities and emergent from specific historical and political contexts. In the 

U.S. context, races were created and largely continue to be identified based on skin color as well 

as hair texture, nose and mouth shape, speech patterns, and geographic ancestry. Regardless of 

their premise, conceptualizations of race have and continue to produce tangible social, economic, 

and political repercussions for individuals and communities (Schaefer 2008, 1096; Yancey 2003, 

10; Zakharov 2015, 47).  

 The terms Black and Blacks are used to refer to any person whose combination of these 

characteristics leads them to be regarded by the larger society and nation-state as being of sub-

Saharan African descent. In alignment with this, “Black” will be used interchangeably with 

“Afro-descendent(s)” as much to offer linguistic variation as to highlight the nuanced role of 

geography in conceptualizing race. Additionally, “Black(s)” will be capitalized throughout in 

keeping with the increasingly normalized journalistic and academic convention. The term 
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“blackness,” however, will remain in lowercase, purely based on personal stylistic preference. 

For further distinctions, I will use “Black American” and “African American” interchangeably to 

refer to Black-identifying people who were born in the United States and have a 

multigenerational ancestral link to enslaved Blacks. This may differ from my interview 

participants’ own use of the terms; any differentiation or distinction will be articulated in 

context. 

Most critically, the forthcoming exploration relies on the concept of racialization, the 

collective processes through which a person’s race is designated and given social meaning 

(Schaefer 2008, 1110-1111; Goss and Hughey 2017; Zakharov 2015, 49-55). This includes 

experiences of racism and bureaucratic requests to identify oneself with a race, experiences that 

signify – that make noticeable and make significant – one’s compulsory identification with a 

racial group. Building upon Bonilla-Silva’s conceptualizations, I am opting to take this 

framework and add the theoretical supposition that racialization operates along a spectrum and 

that individuals and groups can resist attempts of the societal collective to pin them to a race. In 

other words, I am taking racialization to include two parallel sets of experiences: one in which an 

individual is assigned a racial category, and the other in which an individual willingly adopts that 

racial category as part of their own identity. This latter occurrence is of greatest interest and 

focus for this paper. 

 

Literature Review 

Although literature on the racial experiences of Ghanaians in the U.S. is limited in the 

grand scheme of social research, that which exists presents a sufficient foundation to study the 

phenomenon of racialization while offering ample room to grow the discourse. Notably, cultural 

researcher and Ghanaian immigrant John A. Arthur has offered extensive insights into the 
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experiences of Ghanaian migrants abroad and the complex identity (trans)formations they 

undergo through the process of relocating. In his 2016 publication exploring the Ghanaian 

experience in the United States and Europe, Arthur investigates “the factors that shape and 

influence the outcomes of international migration among Ghanaians,” including their negotiation 

with racial identity (15). Using three years’ worth of qualitative and quantitative data collected 

from short- and long-term Ghanaian American residents, Arthur found that Ghanaians often cope 

with national antipathy toward blackness through “voluntary alienation and marginalization” 

(16). While at times they lean into Pan-African solidarities with native-born Black Americans to 

counter White racism, this extensive study indicates that Ghanaian immigrants are apt to 

emphasize their national and cultural distinctiveness to ward off anti-Black American prejudices. 

Typically viewing their stay in the States as temporary, racial identification with or away from 

Blackness becomes contextual and relatively strategic. As Arthur’s research included 

participants who migrated between 1960 and 1990 and who had long-term stays, his conclusions 

are likely to align with what would be found in a more targeted study of this Ghanaian sub-

demographic.  

Other contemporary research has focused on the younger cohort of Ghanaian immigrants. 

Using the framework of Afropolitanism, Anima Adjepong explores how Ghanaian immigrants 

who were raised and schooled in the United States negotiate their overlapping identities as 

African, American, Ghanaian, and Black. This qualitative study from 2017 examines how 

“Afropolitan” identity – which emphasizes modernism and cultural ties to the African continent 

– emerges as its own ethnicity and articulates a simultaneous distance from and closeness to 

racial blackness. Adjepong’s primary focus is on the experiences of young adults in the Houston, 

Texas area who were born in Ghana but spent much or most of their developmental years in the 
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United States. They identified a fluidity in research participants’ conceptualizations of self as 

racially Black but ethno-nationally African American. This was largely attributable to their 

recognition that broader societal perceptions of them as native Black Americans assigned them 

this racialized identity (2018, 256-258). 

While he does not borrow from Afropolitanism, Godfried Agyeman Asante’s doctoral 

thesis on identity among African immigrant students echoes this awareness of racial assignment 

based on external perceptions. Through various focus groups comprised of 23 African students – 

including Ghanaians – at Minnesota State University-Mankato, Asante found that these 

immigrants largely took on and articulated self-identifications in response to external otherings. 

Experiences of racism and interactions with both native-born Blacks and Whites generated for 

the participants a continental identification as an African and the simultaneous creation of a 

Black or Black African identity. Nonetheless, participants overwhelmingly preferred to maintain 

a distance from blackness and Black identity as they “understood the meaning of blackness in the 

racial hierarchy of the United States” (Asante 2012, 48). Their understanding that they were 

perceived as “Black” reinforced cultural distinctiveness and nationalized difference. 

Asante’s study is both novel and incredibly relevant to the present research, as he sought 

to directly address how sub-Saharan African immigrants experience racism and race in the 

United States and how they negotiate “becoming Black” in the eyes of society (23). The scale 

and location of the study, however, leave much to be desired regarding generalizability to a 

broader national or older Ghanaian immigrant population. Nonetheless, his work provides useful 

and direct articulations of how African migrants, including Ghanaians, are subjected to external 

racialization but resist its affects by self-identifying with continental origin and keeping a 

distance from African American culture to ward off the stereotypes it engenders. Furthermore, 
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this study illustrates the value of associating Ghanaians with other sub-Saharan African 

immigrants in order to make claims about microcosmic identity development. Reasonably, sub-

Saharan Africans who are similarly racialized by the external society may self-identify in similar 

ways.  

 A willingness to make comparisons to other sub-Saharan African group leads us to 

psychosocial development researcher Janet Awokoya’s earlier findings on the racialized self-

identification of U.S.-raised and U.S.-born Nigerian Americans. While representing their own 

unique sociopolitical makeup and machinations, the Nigerian immigrant population in the U.S. 

proves a valuable comparison group given their shared regional location; a thick history of 

intermigration between Ghana and Nigeria; a shared British colonial past; similar landing points 

when emigrating to the U.S.; and comingling upon arrival to the States. In sampling Nigerian 

college students, Awokoya found that the participants each had to reconcile their views on what 

it meant to be African, Nigerian, African American, and Black depending on the social context 

and considering often conflicting messages about what blackness in the United States means. 

Depending upon who they were with, they accentuated certain aspects of their racial, ethnic, or 

national identity to ease their integration within that social context (2010, 101). Given the 

already present similarities between Nigerian and Ghanaian immigrants and keeping in mind the 

particularities laid out by Arthur, one might expect to see Ghanaian immigrants even of older 

generations acting out similar forms of contextual identity negotiation.   

 Extraordinarily similar findings were uncovered more than a decade earlier in Elizabeth 

Chacko’s study of racial and ethnic identity formation among Ethiopians in the Washington, 

D.C. metropolitan area. Interviewing Ethiopians in their late teens and early twenties who had 

migrated to the U.S. as children or were born in the D.C. area, she identified that their self-
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identification “often failed to match labels placed on them by outsiders” (2003, 499). Overall, 

participants perceived that the expected response on formal data collection measures requesting 

their race would be “Black.” However, they were keenly aware of and willing to first put forth an 

identity as Ethiopian and then as American before claiming blackness, which they perceived as 

representing a distinctive, non-African culture. This study is especially valuable in providing 

testimonies highlighting that negative personal experiences with native Black Americans during 

youth were a factor influencing immigrants’ willingness to identify as Black (498). Yet once 

again, the research skews toward understanding the experiences of immigrants who came of age 

largely or solely in the United States. It begins to become apparent that multilayered experiences 

of those who emigrated in adulthood are not robustly accounted for. 

 The value of broader comparisons to other African immigrant groups in making sense of 

the Ghanaian case is further exemplified by political scientists Claire Adida and Amanda 

Robinson’s 2018 report on Black immigrant resistance to U.S. racial categorizations. Uniquely, 

the researchers draw attention to the role of phenotypic proximity in augmenting Black 

immigrant identification choices. Looking at African immigrants in the Columbus, Ohio area, 

they made distinctions between Afroasiatic peoples of the Horn of Africa, including Ethiopia and 

Somalia, and the Bantu-Nilotic peoples largely populating the rest of the continent. While both 

groups are racially categorized as Black in the States, immigrants from the Horn are often visibly 

distinguishable by their facial features and, in the case of Somalis, Islamic garb that can 

accentuate these distinctions.1 Leveraging this, Adida and Robinson used one-on-one interviews, 

focus groups, and a lab experiment in which participants guessed the national background of 

Black people in various photographs. Their preliminary findings indicated that despite their 

 
1 A critique that can be made of Chacko’s study is the somewhat negligible mention of the “distinctive features of 

people from Ethiopia” and a failure to explore the ways in which they shape racial self-conceptualizations (501).  
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greater “immigrant visibility,” participants from the Horn were far more likely than Bantu 

peoples to identify as Black and to express closeness to Black Americans (8). With these 

disruptive findings, the researchers posit that African immigrants who bear greater physical 

similarities to native Blacks are more likely to emphasize their cultural distinctions to avoid 

racism and marginalization faced by Black Americans. As present-day Ghana offered key ports 

of origin for slaves brought to the United States and as a majority Christian nation, Ghanaian 

immigrants are likely to share phenotypic similarities with Black Americans and generally lack 

markers of religious dress that would distinguish them from native Blacks. Thus, these findings 

suggest that Ghanaian immigrants, long-term or otherwise, are likely to resist racial absorption 

into Black American identity to protect against racism. 

 

Broadening the Literature: Adding New-Old Ghanaian Voices  

 The existing literature undoubtedly offers insight into how Ghanaian immigrants can both 

adapt to, negotiate, and resist racialization as Black-identified people in the United States. 

However, the pool of Ghanaian-specific information remains small, and even illustrative cross-

national comparisons have favored the narratives and experiences of younger African 

immigrants. Thus, this paper and the forthcoming pilot interview data serve as the precursor for 

an eventual in-depth, grounded theory study exploring the extent to which Ghanaians with 

extensive stays in the U.S. during historically significant moments undergo racialization and 

relate to Black racial identity, if at all.  

 While the narratives articulated below were conceptualized and collected as pilot 

interview data, I still believe them to have the illustrative and argumentative capacity as the 

findings of a full-scale study. The data was collected by way of a formal design and 
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methodological approach, outlined in the following subsections, to ensure both integrity and 

usability for this piece while laying solid groundwork for future research.  

 

Research Design 

The forthcoming statements and subsequent analysis reflect a purely qualitative research 

approach rooted in grounded theory. Having considered various design options, qualitative 

interviews and an open-ended, flexible conversation presented the best way to identify and 

express personal stories of immigration, acculturation, and racial engagement (Creswell 2013, 

48). 

The pilot interview participants were each socioculturally peculiar Ghanaians who had 

resided in the Washington D.C. metropolitan area for an average of 44 years. As a native to the 

D.C. metro area, my existing familiarity with the Ghanaian immigrant population in this region 

made it a practical first choice. Furthermore, I am the child of two “community gatekeepers” 

who are hyperconnected through their years of collective leadership in the Volta Association, a 

tribal group predominantly comprised of Ghanaians that caters to Ewe tribe members in the 

metropolitan area (Sieber 1998, 133; Council of Ghanaian Associations, n.d.). For more than 20 

years, my father has shipped domestic goods from the Washington, D.C. region to Ghana for 

hundreds of families, regardless of tribal affiliation. It is through these entry points that I 

approached the interviewees.2  

Moreover, this location was analytically appropriate because the Washington, D.C. 

region is a center of Ghanaian American life. D.C. is a key landing spot for Ghanaians, and 

bordering Maryland and Virginia are among the top four states where they settle (Migration 

Policy Institute 2015, 1). As nearly half of D.C. residents are identified by the U.S. Census 

 
2 Although the convenience and interconnectedness of the sample is unlikely to offer the basis for generalizability, 

illustrative rather than conclusive findings were the aim of the pilot interviews. 
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Bureau as Black (United States Census Bureau 2019), the narratives of Ghanaian immigrants 

who have lived in the city were presumed to offer – and ultimately demonstrated – rich insight 

into encounters with Black Americans.  

 

Data Collection & Analysis Methods 

 I engaged interviewees in conversations that each lasted an hour on average regarding 

their views on race, racial self-identification, and acculturation experiences using open-ended 

queries and narrative prompts. Interviews were conducted individually to offer participants the 

opportunity to communicate their experiences with race privately and freely without the risk of 

dominating personalities and narratives that may emerge from group settings.3 Interview data 

were collected via telephone and recorded and temporarily stored, with participants’ permission, 

via Zoom. Interviews were consequently transcribed to ensure accuracy and precision and to 

facilitate analysis.   

 In taking a grounded theory approach, a formal interview schedule was not utilized. 

However, all pilot interviewees were asked to specify their year of arrival to the United States, 

their reason for migration, and their location of primary residence within the Washington, D.C. 

metropolitan area. Additionally, participants were prompted in various ways to discuss their 

racial identity and affiliation with blackness, their relationships with and perceptions of Black 

Americans, and feelings of belonging within the United States.  

 There were no intended or anticipated physical or mental risks to participants who agreed 

to participate in the pilot interviews.  I predicted that sensitive discussions about migration, 

acculturation, and experiences with racism could engender mild emotional discomfort. In sharing 

their own experiences with racism, often voluntarily, the pilot interviewees did not express 

 
3 For example, Asante’s focused groups at one point morphed into a “heated debate about sensitivity to race issues” 

(40), a scenario I sought and seek to avoid. 
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distress but would have been permitted to terminate the interview in such an event. As predicted 

during the research design phase, these dialogues instead seemed to offer opportunities for 

meaningful reflection and catharsis.  

 As many Ghanaians have lived undocumented in the United States, no questions were 

posed regarding citizenship and legal residency. In addition to this being inconsequential to the 

study’s aims, legal status was not raised to avoid ethical concerns and perceived risks to the 

material safety of participants. As an added layer of protection, each interview was given the 

option to have their narratives portrayed in this paper via pseudonym (Sieber 1998, 139-142).  

 While the interviews were intended to capture specific experiences related to the 

phenomenon of racialization, they were also intended to allow for emergent connections and new 

collective stories of race and identity among Ghanaian migrants (Charmaz 2001, 691). Thus, 

while this study is linked to conceptual frameworks of racialization, coding categories were 

allowed to naturally arise from the data, and each subsequent interview served to refine or reject 

categorizations (Charmaz 2001, 684; Charmaz 2006, 46). This was facilitated by my use of 

interview transcription as a vehicle for iterative coding as well as analysis (Charmaz 2006, 55-

56).  

 

Interview Findings 

 Taken together, the pilot interviews articulated three notable emergent themes and 

behaviors for the socioculturally peculiar Ghanaian immigrant to the U.S.: 1) acknowledging 

racial assignment yet 2) being perceived as a Black “other” and, often consequently, 3) 

maintaining a distinct non-racialized cultural self. Each interviewee’s personal account offered 

experiences and commentary reflecting these themes, which notionally appear illustrative of 

experiences of this sub-demographic of Ghanaian migrants. 
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In offering a written, recorded, and what I hope is a well-detailed account of these 

immigration and racialization experiences, I recognize that I am flouting the Ghanaian tradition 

of oral history and storytelling. Yet I am reluctant to violate the cultural norms around reverence 

for elders. Irrespective of actual kinship ties, even a marginal age difference prompts the use of 

honorifics in Ghanaian society. Thus, interviewees are identified below using culturally 

appropriate terms of social esteem.   

“Am I what?” – Acknowledging Racial Assignment 

 

 During each interview, I explicitly asked participants the seemingly simple question “Are 

you Black?” In each circumstance and regardless of the response, this engendered a moment of 

hesitation, suggesting that our conversation was one of the first or few instances in which their 

racial identities were not externally presumed or were presented as identities to externally 

grapple with. While their affinities for blackness differed, interviewees demonstrated a collective 

understanding that a Black racial identity had been ascribed to them in the United States, and 

they were consequently expected in many cases to uphold the stereotypes and cultural 

expectations of that racial identity.  

This is evident in the testimony from Auntie Margaret, who spent 45 years in 

Montgomery County, Maryland before recently returning to Ghana for permanent stay. She 

arrived in the Washington, D.C. metro area after high school in December of 1979 (on the same 

flight as my father, no less) to reunite with her family, who had moved to the States owing to her 

father’s diplomatic position. Although Auntie Margaret prefers to label herself as “a Ghanaian 

American,” she replied in the affirmative when asked if she had ever referred to herself as Black: 

“Being in America where you’re targeted by the color of your skin, yes. That’s an identifier in 

the U.S., so it’s not even my choice. But yes, in the U.S., I have identified as Black.” 
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When asked what it means to be Black in the United States, Auntie Margaret noted not 

phenotypic or regional characteristics that are typically associated with racial categories but 

rather the external perception, particularly held by White Americans, that one is inferior. Based 

on her experience, to be seen as Black is to be presumed less intelligent and less capable than 

other racial groups. Furthermore, it is the inability to “walk into a room and to be known by your 

name” because your race is the primary focus of your identity. 

Conversely, the other interviewees felt a kinship – albeit a nuanced one – with Black 

identity that predated their arrival to the U.S. For Mr. Marbell, a Pan-African racial 

consciousness was instilled in him by an influential sixth form teacher and deepened when he 

first left Ghana to study in England in 1972 (he would the following year relocate to begin a 

nearly 50-year stay in the U.S., primarily in Northern Virginia). Living predominantly among 

Whites, the U.K. presented him with unfamiliar and racialized experiences, such as people 

avoiding sitting next to him on the bus and Brits passing him over for dates, often in favor of 

other Europeans who couldn’t speak English. Absent other explanations, he was inclined to 

attribute these experiences to his racial designation. Willing to embrace the racial assignment, 

however, Mr. Marbell spent much of his time in England building kinship ties with Caribbean 

students that would shape his self-perception in the U.S.:  

I think for me, when I first went to England, I saw myself as an African. I think living 

among White people made me develop a sense for Black. So, I considered myself Black 

and started associating with mostly Jamaicans and people from Trinidad way back in 

England even before I came to the U.S. I think the by time I got here, I had already 

accepted myself as a Black person. For me, being Black was not just an American thing.  

 

Mr. Marbell’s comments speak to Black racialization as a transnational process, one both viable 

and enacted on the African continent and in Europe just as dynamically as in the United States. 
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They furthermore suggest that the Black racial assignment and adoption undergone in one 

context can be transposed to other sociocultural contexts.   

For the remaining interview participant, Uncle Isaac, acknowledging the assigned racial 

category was coupled with fully assuming it and doing so from a young age. Even before his 

1981 arrival to the United States, which would set in motion a 40-year stay in Montgomery 

County, he remarked that he had always seen himself as “one hundred percent Black.” Probed 

further as to why, he offered the following with initial laughter: 

I’m not charcoal black. I guess I kind of fall into the black-brown color [category]. So 

that’s basically why it is. That’s kind of the way we’re identified, isn’t it? Either you are 

Black or White…Yes, I’m Black. 

Even in this instance of complete and longstanding acceptance of one’s racialization, Uncle 

Isaac’s rhetorical question – “That’s kind of the way we’re identified, isn’t it?” – signals that the 

racial identity itself is an assignment by the nation’s, and arguably the world’s, racialized social 

systems. 

 

“Son of Africa” – Being Perceived as a Black “Other” 

 Even when blackness was accepted as part of one’s identity, interviewees demonstrated a 

consistent recognition that they were a distinct “type” of Black. For Uncle Isaac, there was at the 

very least a linguistic distinction to be made:  

I’m Black, right? But I guess African American is more, to me, Blacks whose home is 

U.S.A. Or Blacks who came from, more or less, do we say, slaves. That’s what I consider 

when I say “African American.” Could be poor choice of words, but, you know, I’m a 

Black African.  

In this way, and contrary to commonplace schemas of race that tend to group all Blacks based on 

shared African heritage, the continent itself serves to distinguish those born and raised there from 

Black people born and raised in the United States.  
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Uncle Isaac offered further insight into the characteristics that he believed distinguished 

native-born Blacks from Black Ghanaian and African immigrants: 

We have a lot in common…First from the color of our skin, right? So, we do have those 

common grounds. In some areas, I see us – meaning Blacks from outside U.S. versus 

African Americans – I see we are more driven because we came mostly for a purpose. 

We came to either better our lives or [for] education…So, we worked very hard. That’s 

kind of the way that I can differentiate it a little bit. We don’t take things for granted.  

 

 For the other participants, distinctions between Black Ghanaians and Black Africans were 

apparent – and often brought to their attention – in less abstract ways. Both Mr. Marbell and 

Auntie Margaret noted that their accents have continued to reinforce their status as a Black other 

of foreign origin. Additionally, all three interviewees identified that while obvious markers of 

foreign origin like accent alone have certainly served to differentiate them, it was often behaviors 

deemed atypical for African Americans that reinforced their state of difference. 

Auntie Margaret recounted being singled out for failing to live up to societal expectations 

of her blackness in a professional setting. During a conference in the southern U.S., a White 

speaker introducing her on stage told the audience that she was “bougie” – a colloquialism 

describing a person who is pretentious and acts above their socioeconomic class – before he 

assured the crowd that she would still be able to reasonably interact with them. After hearing her 

accent, he audibly remarked to a section of the audience that she was not African American and 

inquired where she was from (she did not respond). Auntie Margaret’s frustration with the 

incident and its bigger meaning for her perceived belonging came through: 

I’ve been told by a friend that it’s because of the way I carry myself. Because I’m Black, 

I’m expected to act a certain way. Until I speak, they don’t know I’m not African 

American. You know – not that African Americans are not cultured, but they put a 

certain type of stigma on them. They’ve been stigmatized as being loud and bullish and 
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all the things that not all of them are. And so, when you’re a little bit cultured and you 

walk in and you’re confident and your head held high, you know what you’re doing, they 

don’t know where to place you. And this guy figured just because I wasn’t high-fiving 

people and doing the things that was expected of me that I was bougie.   

 

In this way, behaviors deemed culturally “non-Black” or atypical for Black Americans served to 

create a barrier to one’s racial belonging even as one was being actively racialized.  

For Mr. Marbell, this sense of othering was most noticeable in his interactions with U.S.-

born Blacks more so than Whites. In particular, his eventual romantic relationships with White 

women created conflict within the tight-knit Afro-American affinity group at his college in 

Indiana, as some of his peers believed that dating a White woman was like “sleeping with the 

enemy.” Upon moving to the D.C. area and establishing a career, critiques from Black 

Americans of his romantic choices continued. By the late ‘80s, Mr. Marbell was raising two mix-

raced children with his White wife, leading many of his Black coworkers to deem him a 

“sellout.” Even when he did have romantic relationships with Black women – he went on to 

partner with a South Carolina-born and D.C.-raised Black woman for more than two decades – 

his Africanness remained a point of tension: 

I felt like some of her family members didn’t really like me because I’m African…She 

really introduced me to the Black American culture, because now I was living with a 

Black American woman…but some of the siblings didn’t really accept me and it was also 

difficult to fit in. There were games they would play like – what’s it called, horseshoe? 

And so, every time there was a barbecue or cookout they would play, or there were things 

that they did like play card games or play music that I didn’t know anything about. 

 

Despite his assigned race and immersion in Black American culture, including learning to cook 

Black American staples from his partner’s father and helping to plan family reunions, Mr. 
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Marbell remained distinctly African. His persistent otherness was at least in part fostered by a 

reluctance from Black Americans to accept or culturally incorporate him.  

 

 

 

“Live both places” - Maintaining a Non-racialized Cultural Self 

Notably, the othering is not strictly one-directional; some participants articulated that 

they magnified markers of their difference to push back against critiques of their blackness and 

to restore a positive self-image. Mentions Auntie Margaret regarding her career, “I made 

concerted efforts to wear African outfits…And I think once I started doing that, being called 

bougie stopped.” The Ghanaian-style clothing furthermore served to affirm a cultural distinction 

that was not afforded to all Black-identified people: 

When people say “You’re Black American, I get offended because I have an identity that 

they’re erasing by saying I’m African American…It’s not their fault, but they don’t know 

where they’re from. I know where I’m from…and I think as Africans we’ve become very 

protective of that. 

 

While he did not express a protectiveness over his African origin, Uncle Isaac did 

articulate a desire to maintain physical and cultural ties to his homeland: 

I do consider myself American, but I never forget where I come from, meaning my 

foundation where I grew up, where I was born…For me personally, my goal has always 

been to be able to live in both places or be at both places at some point.  

Despite spending most of his life in the United States, Uncle Isaac still saw himself as intimately 

rooted to Ghana and sought to ensure that this cultural home would also remain a physical one. 

 

 

Discussion 

 The above interview data offers invaluable texture to the conversation around race, 

racialization, and racial identity (re)formation for Ghanaian immigrants. My gracious 
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participants offered important gradations regarding the role of time and space to enrich the 

discourse. Nonetheless, their narratives admittedly and importantly echo some important trends 

in the existing research.  

 What you’ll likely notice in the above interview highlights is the absence of reflection on 

socioculturally peculiar moments, which did not emerge as particularly impactful. All three 

participants offered their thoughts and recollections about moments like Obama’s presidential 

election and the election of other Black politicians to Congress, the murder of Amadou Diallo, 

and even admiring the Jackson 5 on television. However, none of these outwardly significant 

moments served to push the participants’ self-identification in either direction, rather upholding 

or seemingly failing to affect the identities and conclusions they had formed through direct 

personal experience. This notionally counters my hypothesis that being privy to racially 

significant historical events in the U.S. would have a unique or noticeable effect on Ghanaian 

self-identification.    

Additionally, linear temporality did not present as a significant factor in shaping the 

Ghanaian immigrant’s ties to a Black racial identity. Each pilot interviewee had spent most of 

their lives in the United States and yet the length of time alone did not spur a greater overt 

connection with Black racial identity. While, for example, Mr. Marbell noted that his views of 

White people’s capacity for racism changed and his understanding of Pan-Africanism as a viable 

political platform shifted (both skewing unfavorably), his personal racial self-identification was 

ostensibly unaffected.  

Interestingly, subtle and perhaps unintended claims to Black American cultural identity 

seemed to occur and were expressed through interviewees’ uses of African American Vernacular 

English (AAVE). Hearing “No, girl” and “Let me check something right quick” from 
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participants in a way that was clearly rooted in the constructions and tonalities of AAVE rather 

than the British English in which they were schooled was in and of itself a fascination. This may, 

however, reflect a broader adoption of U.S. cultural norms, including linguistics of the racial host 

group to which they were assigned. 

The pilot interviews did support some of the existing discourse on this immigrant group. 

Through their various narratives, the participants helped to illustrate the contextuality of 

blackness, much in line with Arthur and Awokoya’s findings. Mr. Marbell and Auntie 

Margaret’s testimonies especially afford us greater insight into the role that not only social but 

national contexts can play in articulating blackness. The interviewees’ intentional and 

unintentional efforts to retain a cultural distinctiveness, particularly one that takes a continental 

framing, mirrors Asante’s findings. And much like in Chacko’s study, the interviews reveal how 

negative experiences with Black Americans can hamper feelings of belonging to a Black racial 

identity.  

 Despite these similarities, Auntie Margaret, Uncle Isaac, and Mr. Marbell offered 

accounts that created tension with the existing research. All three participants in some way 

acknowledged that they shared physical similarities with Black Americas, though shared 

phenotype did not emerge in these conversations as a rationale for articulating one’s place of 

origin, as intimated by Adida and Robinson. Also, maintaining cultural distinctiveness appeared 

to be just as much, if not more, of a response to tensions with Black Americans than as a 

response to racism from White Americans. 

 

 

Implications & Outlook 

 Unsurprisingly, I advocate for the scaling up of data collection on the racial experiences 

of socioculturally peculiar Ghanaian immigrants. Doing so will allow for more confident 
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conjecture on the strength of factors like temporality, adult migration, and exposure to cultural 

milestones in racial self-identification for this sub-demographic. Adding more narratives to this 

collection would undoubtedly enrich the slim body of literature about this group and likely 

provoke more expansive dialogue in race, ethnicity, and migration discourses more broadly. 

 Future research that pursued a gendered lens and an expanded geographic focus, perhaps 

simultaneously, could also prove indispensable. Two of the three interview participants raised 

themes and tensions around heterosexual dating and marriage, intimating an intriguing 

potentiality for sex and gender identities to play an important intersectional role in racial identity 

construction for this demographic. As a current resident of Harlem – affectionately known as 

“Black mecca” – I bear witness to a neighborhood’s embrace of West African culture and to the 

daily movements of West African immigrants, numerous Ghanaians among them. Research that 

looks at Ghanaian and African migrant racial identity in an area that has historically valorized 

multiple Black identities amidst a distinctive New York City culture would surely enliven the 

discussion around racial self-identification.  

Irrespective of future research paths, the initial findings presented within this piece can 

offer meaningful implications outside of social and cultural academic spheres. The recent 

establishment of the UN’s Permanent Forum on People of African Descent is alone an indicator 

that there is an appetite at the international level for a deeper understanding of the global 

experiences of Afro-descendants writ large. Thus, these illustrative interviews and the eventual 

full-scale study they aim to predate can offer a timely contribution to the existing inquiry on 

racial identification among Ghanaian and sub-Saharan African immigrants, particularly those 

whose adult lives have taken shape in a transnational context.  
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More broadly, and particularly consequential for the United States, these narratives 

illuminate the problematics of normative racial categories. Regarding the national bureaucracy, 

there may be implications for existing census data challenges in which an unprecedented number 

of Americans identified themselves as “Some other race” in the 2020 count. Many immigrants, 

including Afro-descendant foreigners who do not identify with the United States’ major racial 

categorizations, are absorbed into this group, which “does not produce the data needed to address 

racial inequities” (Wang 2021). Seeing as Auntie Margaret has always opted to write in 

“Ghanaian American” on official documents like the census, even preliminary data signals this 

challenge. 

The above interview data, contextualized within existing research on Ghanaian 

immigrant experiences, is additionally consequential to those who view “shared” racial identity 

as shared politics. Social justice movements and platforms that enliven their activism around 

race, such as Black Lives Matter and Diaspora Rising, depend upon a transnational and 

transethnic ideological framework upheld by a perceived legitimacy of blackness as a unifying 

identity. Initial insights suggesting that even extended-stay migrants from Africa have mixed 

feelings toward blackness suggests fault lines in the stability and capacity of sociopolitical 

efforts to unify Afro-descendants domestically and transnationally.  

 

 

Conclusion 

“This Black-Black thing, I didn’t know it until I got here.”  

 

My father, hesitating like my interview participants, made this clear when I asked him if 

it was correct to call him “Black.” He knew that he was, in a sense, but also somehow wasn’t. 

Like my interviewees and those who have contributed to preexisting understandings of this 

group’s identity constructions, his blackness was a curious and contested space.  



 

 

28 

If we return to the guiding research question – How do Ghanaian immigrants experience 

race in the United States, and to what extent are they racialized as Black? – one may now more 

comfortably say that this demographic experiences race as a fluid and contextual identifier. 

While the social systems of the United States aim to racialize Ghanaian immigrants as Black, 

those among them with even the most extensive stays in the U.S. express caveated self-

identifications with blackness. If Ghanaian immigrants to the U.S. – socioculturally peculiar or 

otherwise, individually or collectively – see themselves as Black at least to some extent, it is 

nonetheless a fairly non-sticky identity. The existing literature and my early contributions to the 

discourse suggest that despite social and bureaucratic systems that characterize these immigrants 

as Black, this racial identity is non-binding. Ghanaian immigrants of both older and younger 

generations can resist this racialization just as much as they can accept and internalize it.  

 Such a non-static understanding of seemingly fixed racial identities necessarily and 

fruitfully complicates how we think about ourselves and others. These complexities of identity 

(should) furthermore push us to examine who is afforded belonging with the fullness of their 

identities, why, and under what circumstances. Should belonging in the United States – racial or 

otherwise – prove evasive to those who have spent the majority of their lives here, surely we are 

primed for greater reflection. Which identities adhere, and why? 
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