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Abstract
Background: Sexuality discourse in Ghana has become more divided, especially around gender and lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, and queer rights, leading to new antigay laws criminalizing lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer
activities, and other forms of sexual practices. One of the most controversial pieces of legislation, previously titled “The
Promotion of Proper Human Sexual Rights and Family Values Bill,” proposed in 2021, sought to criminalize the use of
sex toys, sparking opposition from leading political figures. The then minister of communication, Ursula Owusu-Ekuful, a
staunch women’s rights advocate, publicly opposed the clause criminalizing sex toys, stating that such initiatives infringed
on women’s sexual autonomy. Her stance sparked heated debates on several social media platforms, reflecting the broader
tensions surrounding conversations about sexuality in Ghana. To better understand the public’s reactions to the minister’s
counterproposal, we analyzed comments from various social media platforms.
Objective: Specifically, we (1) investigated public perceptions and sentiments regarding the criminalization of sex toys as
expressed on social media, and (2) identified whether sentiments differed across social media platforms (eg, are comments on
X [X Corp] more negative compared to Instagram or Facebook [Meta Platforms, Inc]?).
Methods: Using Python (Python Software Foundation) as a web scraping tool, we extracted public comments from Instagram,
Facebook, X, and YouTube (YouTube, LLC). Comments were analyzed using natural language processing to categorize
sentiments (positive, negative, and neutral, indicating support for opposition to the bill, support for introducing the bill, and no
clear stance in either direction, respectively), and text network analysis was used to identify keywords and their relationships
to central themes. We used conditional probability analyses to determine the likelihood that a given comment was classified as
negative, positive, or neutral, depending on its source (Instagram, X, Facebook, or YouTube).
Results: A total of 951 comments were retrieved: 62.7% (n=596) from Instagram, 28.2% (n=268) from X, 6.2% (n=59)
from Facebook, and 2.9% (n=28) from YouTube. Negative sentiments dominated (n=631, 66.4%), with only 13.3% (n=126)
positive and 20.4% (n=196) neutral sentiments. Strongly disapproving language—some directed towards the minister—was
common. This included terms such as “lesbian,” “disgrace,” and “disgusting.” X showed the highest proportion of negative
sentiment (190/268, 70.9%), followed by Facebook (41/59, 69.5%), YouTube (18/28, 64.3%), and Instagram (382/596,
64.1%). Conditional probability analysis showed that Facebook and X had the highest likelihood of negative comments (0.7),
and sentiment distribution differed significantly across platforms (P<.001). Text network analysis revealed recurring themes of
morality, politics, stigma, and gender.
Conclusions: Our findings highlight deep-rooted cultural resistance to non-heteronormative sexual behaviors in Ghana and
also suggest that women’s advocacy for sexual autonomy may elicit patriarchal backlash. However, emerging positive voices
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suggest gradual shifts toward recognizing sexual pleasure as a right, pointing to the need for comprehensive sexuality
education that emphasizes positive sexuality and the multifaceted nature of the human sexual experience.
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Introduction
The Ghanaian understanding of sex and sexuality is deeply
embedded in cultural and religious doctrines that shape
societal perceptions, norms, and expectations about sex
and reproduction [1,2]. Ghanaian culture largely emphasi-
zes heterosexual relations as the foundation of kinship
and lineage continuity. Christianity, Islam, and Ghanaian
spirituality (also known as Ghanaian traditional belief
systems), the dominant religions or spiritualities in Ghana-
ian kinship, uphold conservative views on sex and sexual-
ity, often condemning publicly nonheteronormative sex and
sexualities (largely because of the cultural values of reproduc-
tion as a product of sex) and reinforcing “traditional” gender
roles of male dominance and the important role of the penis
[3,4]. Clergy and leaders from religious faiths and social
institutions (schools, markets, workplaces, and other public
spaces) work together in endorsing the moral codes of sex
through their teachings and practices, including influencing
not only personal beliefs but also courting politicians [5] and
their political parties as well as national debates and policies
on sexual and reproductive rights [6,7].

Ghana’s lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer
(LGBTQ) community has gained visibility by aligning
with global movements for LGBTQ rights, such as Right-
ify Ghana, LGBT Rights Ghana, the OHF initiative, and
Key Watch Ghana, which lobby through social groups
and research and occasionally engage with the media [8].
However, the growing visibility of these LGBTQ groups
and their advocacy for sexual rights and freedom has
ignited public backlash from diverse stakeholders, including
traditional leaders, parents, the clergy, academics, human
rights advocates, the media, and religious groups, including
the Christian Council of Ghana, the Ghana Catholic Bish-
ops Conference, and the Coalition of Muslim Organizations
Ghana [9,10]. Ghana’s Supreme Court has also emerged as
a key actor in shaping legal jurisprudence on sexual practi-
ces and LGBTQ-related matters. In its July 24, 2024, ruling
on the constitutionality of Section 104(1)(b) of the Crimi-
nal Offenses Act (Act 29), the Supreme Court reaffirmed
that “unnatural” carnal knowledge, and the use of sex toys
such as dildos and vibrators, was unlawful [11]. This shows
that the contestation over LGBTQ rights and sexual practi-
ces in Ghana extends beyond activism into legal, cultural,
and religious arenas, setting the stage for deeper debates on
sexuality-related issues in the country.

On August 2, 2021, a bill titled “The Promotion of Proper
Human Sexual Rights and Ghanaian Family Values Bill” was
laid before Ghana’s Parliament. The purpose of the bill was to
expand and strengthen legal prohibitions on LGBTQ-related
activities, including advocacy, promoting or funding LGBTQ

activities, and public display of same-sex-related activities.
Even though the bill was passed by the Ghanaian parliament
under the revised title “The Human Sexual Rights and Family
Values Bill, 2025,” amid stiff opposition from feminist rights
activists in and out of the Ghanaian parliament, the then
president, Nana Addo Dankwa Akufo-Addo, did not assent
to the bill. There were several oppositions even within the
then ruling party (The New Patriotic Party) and the opposition
party (The National Democratic Congress) to aspects of the
bill, which some described as draconian. One member of the
opposition, prior to its passage, Madam Ursula Owusu-Eku-
ful, former Minister of Communication and also a known
women’s rights activist, raised concerns about the criminali-
zation of sex toys included in the bill. According to her, the
proposed Clause 3(c) of the bill, which seeks to criminalize
sex with an inanimate object, infringes on the sexual rights
of many Ghanaians, particularly women and heterosexual
couples, who may use sex toys, vibrators, and other sexual
aids to enhance their sexual pleasure [12]. Owusu-Ekuful
called for the deletion of clause 3(c) of the proposed bill,
stating that:

This may create unintended consequences because
sexual intercourse between a man and an inanimate
object or between a woman and an inanimate object
could necessarily include sexual intercourse with all
manner of aids, including sex toys that couples use to
enhance their sexual experience.

Public reactions to her comments reflected a deep societal
divide. While some applauded her audacity in openly
discussing a topic often considered taboo, others criticized
her position and accused her of endorsing practices per-
ceived as inconsistent with Ghanaian cultural and religious
values. Given that her comments were made within debates
surrounding the anti-LGBTQ bill, they could be interpre-
ted in multiple ways. Some sections of the public may
have viewed her remarks as a defense of sexual autonomy
more broadly, including the use of sex toys by heterosex-
ual couples, adults, and individuals engaged in nonheteronor-
mative sexual relationships and practices. Others may have
understood them through prevailing anxieties about LGBTQ
rights and broader public narratives that portray Western
governments and international actors as exerting pressure
on Ghana to recognize the rights and freedoms of sexual
minorities. However, the controversy also became distinctly
gendered because the comments were made by a prominent
female politician and women’s rights advocate who has long
been accused of being a member of the queer community.
Consequently, many public responses focused on questions
of women’s sexual agency, pleasure, and bodily autonomy,
issues that remain highly contested within Ghanaian society.
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The reactions to Owusu-Ekuful’s comments also highlight
the growing role of social media in shaping and contesting
public discourses on sexuality-related issues, including sexual
rights and bodily autonomy. Social media has transformed
narratives around sex and sexual pleasure seeking with sex
toys and other pleasure aids, with platforms such as Insta-
gram, Facebook (Meta Platforms, Inc), and TikTok (Byte-
Dance Ltd) increasingly serving as spaces for promoting
and fostering open discussions about sexual autonomy and
pleasure seeking [8,13-15]. The growing visibility of these
platforms, alongside the expansion of the sex market to
online spaces, signals a significant cultural shift as individ-
uals are increasingly finding alternative avenues to discus-
sing and learning about sex. This development reflects
the gradual normalization of conversations around sexual
autonomy, beyond traditional heteronormative expectations.
Scholarship on sexuality has long highlighted how sexual
practices and identities are shaped through social norms,
power relations, and mechanisms of regulation [16-18].
Within African contexts, however, scholars (such as Stella
Nyanzi, Sylvia Tamale, and Akosua Adomako Ampofo) have
drawn attention to the specific ways gender, sexuality, and
pleasure are negotiated within local cultural and political
realities. The shifting landscape of discourse and resistance
observed in digital spaces aligns with these African feminist
perspectives, which view women not as passive recipients
of cultural norms but as active agents capable of making
self-reflective choices about their bodies and desires, even
within highly regulated environments [19,20]. This perspec-
tive is particularly relevant in conservative heteropatriarchal
contexts, where women’s expressions of sexual autonomy
are frequently contested and subjected to social regulation.
Although the National Democratic Congress government led
by President John Dramani Mahama has yet to assent to
the bill, which has been reintroduced in the Ninth Parlia-
ment of the Fourth Republic, it remains unclear whether
the concerns previously raised by Ursula Owusu-Ekuful
have been adequately addressed. Both the president and the
speaker of parliament, Alban Kingsford Sumana Bagbin,
have called for broader consultations and a reconsideration
of the bill. From this perspective, we argue that the con-
cerns raised by Ursula Owusu-Ekuful resonate with broader
feminist critiques and sections of Ghanaian public opinion
that question state regulation and surveillance of sexuality and
reproductive rights. These concerns underscore the impor-
tance of wider public engagement and continued debate on
issues of autonomy, bodily integrity, and the limits of state
intervention in intimate life.

Therefore, using publicly available data, this study
analyzed social media comments regarding Ursula Owusu-
Ekuful’s stance on the criminalization of sex toys. We
recognize that debates surrounding sex toys in Ghana may
evoke broader concerns relating to sexuality, LGBTQ rights,
sexual autonomy, and the legitimacy of nonreproductive
sexual practices. Accordingly, public responses to Owusu-
Ekuful’s comments may reflect attitudes towards a range
of sexual identities and practices. Nevertheless, we focus
particular attention on women because the public controversy
has become strongly gendered, with reactions frequently

centering on the appropriateness of women discussing,
seeking, or exercising sexual pleasure. Against this back-
drop, our two aims were to (1) investigate public percep-
tions and sentiments regarding the criminalization of sex
toys as expressed on social media, and (2) identify whether
sentiments differed across social media platforms (eg, X [X
Corp], Instagram, and Facebook). Our overarching goal was
to explore the narratives surrounding sexuality and bodily
autonomy and to examine how these discourses shape sexual
agency in contemporary Ghana, particularly for women.

Methods
Research Design
This study uses a computational content analysis design to
examine publicly available social media discourse on sex
toy legislation in Ghana. The dataset consists entirely of
textual data drawn from user comments posted on Instagram,
X, Facebook, and YouTube. To analyze these comments,
we combined natural language processing techniques with
qualitative interpretation. Computational methods were used
to identify sentiment patterns, keyword associations, and
variations across social media platforms, generating outputs
such as sentiment frequencies, conditional probabilities, and
χ² statistics. These measures were used to describe and
compare patterns within the data rather than to establish
causal relationships [21,22]. The interpretation of results
remained grounded in the content, context, and meanings
expressed in the comments. This approach aligns with
emerging traditions in computational social science that
combine machine learning and natural language processing
techniques with qualitative modes of inquiry to analyze large
volumes of textual data.
Data Collection
Data was collected from the following social media plat-
forms: Instagram, X, Facebook, and YouTube, capturing
online engagements between December 17-31, 2023, using
Python (Python Software Foundation), a programming
language for data analysis, as a web scraping tool. Publicly
available information was extracted from these platforms that
focused on the minister’s speech regarding the criminaliza-
tion of sex toys in Ghana. Data cleaning was performed on
all scraped data and involved removing duplicates, empty
comments, and stop words (such as oh, hello, or, and is).
Natural language processing methods, specifically lemmati-
zation, were used to reduce words in the text to their root
forms. Lemmatization served a critical function by stand-
ardizing texts, improving text categorization precision, and
aiding feature extraction and semantic analysis [23]. We also
removed emojis from the dataset during the data-cleaning
phase to prevent misclassification of sentiment scores. For
example, comments with laughing emojis might be classified
as positive when they are actually attached to negative or
mocking comments.
Data Analysis
The data were analyzed using a three-step process:
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1. The first step was sentiment analysis. Sentiment
analysis was used to identify the emotional tone
underlying comments on these social media platforms.
This helped us organize and categorize public reac-
tions to Ghana’s sex toy legislation. We used a
pipeline sentiment analysis method, which sequentially
preprocesses the text, extracts key linguistic features,
and applies machine-learning models to classify each
comment. Drawing on data mining, machine learning,
AI, and computational linguistics techniques [24], this
approach enabled us to determine whether sentiments
were positive, negative, or neutral. Positive sentiments
reflected support for opposition to the bill, negative
sentiments indicated support for introducing the bill,
and neutral sentiments showed no clear stance in either
direction.

2. Second, text network analysis was used to visualize the
structure and relationships of emerging keywords based
on their usage and co-occurrence. In the visualiza-
tion, each keyword is represented by a node, and
lines (edges) are used to connect nodes that co-occur
in similar contexts. The size of each node indicates
how frequently the corresponding word appears in
comments on all platforms. Larger nodes represent
words that appear more frequently, indicating they are
central themes in the comments. The visualizations
generated by the text network analyses reveal clusters,
or “communities,” of words, where nodes within the
same community are more densely connected but have
fewer connections to nodes in other groups.

3. Lastly, we conducted a comparative analysis of
the comments to better understand which social
media platforms had the most polarizing sentiments.
This involved examining patterns and differences in
reactions across the various social media platforms to
identify platform-specific trends. Conditional probabil-
ity analyses were conducted to determine the likeli-
hood that a given comment was classified as negative,
positive, or neutral based on its source being Instagram,
X, Facebook, or YouTube. We used the following
formulas where:

• P(AorB) is the conditional probability of event A
given that event B has occurred.

• P(A∩B) is the joint probability of events A and B
occurring simultaneously.

• P(B) is the probability of event B occurring.
Ethical Considerations
This study involved the passive analysis of publicly available
social media comments and did not require direct interac-
tion with users. Consequently, ethical approval and informed
consent were not required [25]. To protect users’ privacy
and minimize the risk of harm, usernames and links to

the original posts were not reported, and quotations were
presented without identifying information [26]. The study
adhered to the ethical guidelines of the Association of Internet
Researchers for research involving internet-based data [27].

Results
Overview
In total, 951 comments were scraped from four data sour-
ces (ie, Instagram, X, Facebook, and YouTube) after data
cleaning. The majority of the comments, 62.7% (n=596),
came from Instagram, while 28.2% (n=268) came from
X, 6.2% (n=59) from Facebook, and 2.9% (n=28) from
YouTube.

Aim 1: Public Perceptions and
Sentiments Regarding the Criminalization
of Sex Toys
We analyzed social media comments to understand how
members of the public responded to debates surrounding
the proposed criminalization of sex toys. Specifically, we
examined the distribution of positive, negative, and neutral
sentiments expressed in relation to Ursula Owusu-Ekuful’s
comments and the broader issue of sex toy use. Representa-
tive excerpts are presented to illustrate the views, concerns,
and positions reflected within each sentiment category.

Out of the 951 comments, the pipeline sentiment analysis
classified 631 (66.4%) as negative sentiments, 126 (13.3%)
were positive, and the remaining 194 comments (20.4%) were
classified as neutral (Figure 1). Negative sentiments included
keywords like “stupid,” “useless,” “foolish,” “disgrace,” and
“disgusting.” Phrases such as “She was a lesbian all through
secondary school. I am not surprised. That’s why she doesn’t
respect men…,” “She is a disgrace to the Ghanaian culture,”
“this is exactly why our culture is losing its values. We should
not be encouraging such things,” and “people in leadership
should promote morals, not defend things that bring shame
to society” underscored the discontent and opposition to the
minister’s stance (Table 1).

Positive sentiments included words like “love,” “joy,”
“better,” and “enjoy.” This was emphasized with phrases such
as “Sex toys do not kill... they always bring joy to women
who do not have boyfriends.” and “She makes a very valid
point. Heterosexual couples often employ aids to enhance
their sexual experience; therefore, blanket criminalization of
sex aids is rather misguided…,” “adults should be free to
make their own choices as long as nobody is harmed,” “there
is nothing wrong with couples using aids to improve their
relationship,” and “I support her on this because sex toys are
for general use and not limited to only gays” (Table 1).
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Figure 1. Probability distribution of scores by source.

Table 1. Sentiments and keywords.
Sentiment
category Comments Keywords
Negative • “I suspect this woman is going to be freaky in the bedroom a lot.”

• “She was a lesbian all through secondary school. I am not surprised. That’s why she doesn’t respect men…”
• “If you give positions to gays and lesbians, these are the ideas they bring on board.”
• “Men can do the work, but she is here talking about sex toys. She is a disgrace to the Ghanaian culture.”
• “People in leadership should promote morals, not defend things that bring shame to society.”
• “This is exactly why our culture is losing its values. We should not be encouraging such things.”
• “People in leadership should promote morals, not defend things that bring shame to society.”

Freaky, gay, lesbian,
suspect, culture,
respect, disgrace,
morals, disgusting,
and values

Neutral • “So far as it doesn’t harm anyone, why the need for such laws?”
• “There are more pressing issues in this country than debating sex toys.”
• “It’s better to focus on improving healthcare than criminalizing personal choices.”
• “Let’s have a meaningful discussion about priorities in this country.”
• “Whether people use sex toys or not is their personal business.”
• “I do not see why Parliament should spend so much time debating this issue.”
• “Everyone is entitled to an opinion, but there are bigger challenges facing the country.”

Harm, pressing
issues, personal
choices, personal
business, law, and
priorities

Positive • “Sex toys do not kill... they always bring joy to women who do not have boyfriends.”
• “She has every right to use sex toys. Leave her alone…”
• “She makes a very valid point. Heterosexual couples often employ aids to enhance their sexual experience;

therefore, blanket criminalization of sex aids is rather misguided…”
• “I support her on this because sex toys are for general use and not limited to only gays.”
• “Adults should be free to make their own choices as long as nobody is harmed.”
• “There is nothing wrong with couples using aids to improve their relationship.”
• “She is right. The government should focus on protecting rights rather than policing private lives.”

Joy, sex toys, rights,
support, autonomy,
and freedom

Neutral comments reflected a segment of the population
whose opinions were either ambivalent or not clearly
articulated. This included phrases such as “So far as it doesn’t
harm anyone, why the need for such laws?”, “There are more
pressing issues in this country than debating sex toys,” “I do
not see why Parliament should spend so much time debating
this issue,” “Everyone is entitled to an opinion, but there are

bigger challenges facing the country,” and “It’s better to focus
on improving health care than criminalizing personal choices”
(Table 1).

Overall, the sentiment analysis suggests that pub-
lic reactions to Ursula Owusu-Ekuful’s comments were
predominantly negative, that is, they indicated support for
the proposed criminalization of sex toys. While a smaller
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proportion of comments expressed support for her position or
remained neutral, opposition to her stance was the dominant
sentiment across the comments analyzed.
Text Network Analysis of Keywords
To complement the sentiment analysis, we conducted a
text network analysis of keywords to identify dominant
patterns of word co-occurrence and association within the
social media discussions. This approach provides insight
into how words co-occurred in the comments and highlights
the different strands of discourse that shaped public reac-
tions to the proposed criminalization of sex toys and the
Minister’s comments. In Figure 2, the results of the text
network analyses are shown. Node sizes are determined

based on the number of comments each word appears in.
Larger nodes (words) indicate higher frequency or occurrence
in the comments. These larger nodes may represent more
significant topics or commonly discussed issues. The nodes
were color-coded to differentiate the various communities
identified in the analyses. For example, the purple community
centers on words such as “issue,” “foolish,” “disgusting,”
“energy,” and “jobs.” These sentiments suggest that some
individuals are unbothered by what people do in the private
spaces of their bedrooms, as they do not consider sexual-
ity-related issues a priority that warrants state intervention.
The majority in this community are frustrated by what they
perceive to be misplaced priorities by the government.

Figure 2. Text analysis of keywords based on community detection algorithms.

The mint green community features words such as “lesbian,”
“useless,” and “stupid.” This cluster mostly reflected negative
attitudes towards the minister’s statements. The sentiments

expressed within this cluster suggest resistance to sexual
diversity and opposition to the minister’s position. The dark
blue community, characterized by words such as “control,”
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“illegal,” “criminalize,” and “disgrace,” points to discussions
focused on law, authority, and morality. Sentiments in this
community frame the discussion in terms of legality and
morality, asserting that actions should be taken against
sexual practices they see as incompatible with religious and
cultural values. Unlike the previous clusters, the light green
community connects words such as “respect,” “mindset,”
and “gender,” suggesting discussions on gender expectations
and the importance of acknowledging and respecting sexual
diversity.

Finally, the cyan community consists of words such as
“inflation,” “everybody,” “fight,” and “interested,” which
appear more isolated. Although this cluster does not directly
engage in debates surrounding sexuality and governance,
it suggests a broader concern for economic struggles and
national priorities. The sentiments expressed by this group
emphasize that economic hardship is a more pressing issue
than the sexual affairs of Ghanaians. They are similar to the
purple community in their concern about the government’s
misplaced priorities.

Overall, the text network analysis reveals that discussions
surrounding sex toys and their proposed criminalization
were shaped by multiple, interconnected concerns. While
some communities expressed opposition rooted in moral,
legal, and anti-LGBTQ sentiments, others emphasized sexual
autonomy, gender equality, and respect for individual choice.
Other discussions shifted attention away from sexuality
altogether, highlighting economic hardship and questioning
the prioritization of sexuality-related issues within the broader
national context.
Aim 2: Differences in Sentiments
Expressed Across Social Media
Platforms
Sentiments expressed towards the proposed criminalization of
sex toys varied across social media platforms. To exam-
ine these differences, conditional probability analysis and
χ² tests were used to compare the distribution of positive,
negative, and neutral sentiments across comments posted on
X, Facebook, YouTube, and Instagram.

Conditional probability analysis showed that comments
from Facebook and X had the highest likelihood of
being negative (conditional probability of 0.7), followed
by Instagram and YouTube (conditional probability of
0.6). Conversely, the most positive comments were posted
on YouTube (conditional probability of 0.3), followed by
Instagram (conditional probability of 0.2), while Facebook
and X each had a conditional probability of 0.1. Neutral
comments had a conditional probability of 0.2 for Face-
book, Instagram, and X, compared with 0.1 for YouTube.
The χ² test showed a statistically significant association
(P<.001) between sentiment category (neutral, positive, or
negative) and social media platform (Instagram, X, Facebook,
or YouTube), indicating that the observed differences in
sentiment distribution across platforms were unlikely to have
occurred by chance.

The results show significant differences in sentiment
across social media platforms. Comments posted on X and
Facebook were more likely to express negative sentiments,
while YouTube and Instagram contained relatively higher
proportions of positive comments. These differences indicate
that the distribution of sentiments varied by platform.

Discussion
Principal Findings
The study analyzed social media data to examine public
sentiments surrounding state regulation and surveillance of
sexuality in Ghana, with particular attention to the pro-
posed criminalization of sex toys under the Anti-LGBTQ
Bill. Drawing on public reactions to statements made by
former minister of communications and member of parlia-
ment, Ursula Owusu-Ekuful, the study explored how social
media users responded to provisions perceived as extending
state control over intimate practices and sexual autonomy.
In doing so, it examined the ways in which debates over
sex toys became intertwined with broader concerns about
bodily autonomy, privacy, and the governance of sexuality in
contemporary Ghana.

The minister’s vocal stance drew attention to the wide-
spread policing and stigmatization of sexual agency and the
broader pattern of how sexuality issues are tightly regulated
in public discourse, particularly for Ghanaian women. From
a Foucauldian perspective, these forms of regulation extend
beyond formal laws or state control to the ways cultural,
religious, and moral norms shape how women govern their
own sexual conduct. While some women may be silenced or
punished for asserting their sexual autonomy, others (such as
Madam Ursula Owusu-Ekuful, who is highly educated and
has legal training) may find spaces to navigate and even
resist these restrictions because of their social positioning.
In fact, studies show that Ghanaian women are increasingly
turning to sex toys in response to sexual dissatisfaction, their
partners’ sexual weakness, infrequent sex, or a personal desire
for additional pleasure [28]. For these women, owning and
using a sex toy may be a form of sexual agency and a
way of reclaiming bodily autonomy. This gendered resistance
challenges the notion that sexual pleasure and fulfillment
can be attained solely through penetrative sex. For married
women, however, the opposite is observed. According to
Fiaveh, married women are reserved about using sexual aids,
even in the absence of a sexual partner, because they believe
that such practices violate religious and cultural expectations
[28]. This reflects how Foucault’s idea of governmentality
[29] operates through the internalization of dominant moral
norms, leading individuals to regulate their own behavior in
ways that align with socially accepted ideals of sexuality.
To them, heterosexual, penetrative sex is the natural and
morally sanctioned form of sexual expression. Thus, different
women in Ghana face different kinds of vulnerabilities but
also find different pathways through which they may explore
and exercise agency in the face of societal constraints to
assert and fulfill their sexual needs.
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Our findings revealed predominantly negative attitudes
and sentiments toward public discussions of sexuality,
particularly regarding the use of sex toys and other pleas-
ure-enhancing products on all social media platforms. The
negative sentiments expressed were not merely expressions
of personal discomfort but were deeply embedded in broader
societal anxieties about shifting gender and sexual norms.
Much of the backlash stems from growing fears over the
visibility and activism of queer and minority groups, whose
demands for recognition and rights are perceived by many
as a threat to the moral, religious, and cultural fabric of
Ghanaian society [30,31]. However, beyond the general
resistance to nonnormative sexualities, many of the negative
sentiments revealed sexist undertones, targeting women who
expressed or supported sexual autonomy. Women were often
labeled as immoral, deviant, or “loose” simply for acknowl-
edging or advocating for the right to sexual agency, whether
through the use of sex toys or open discussion of desire and
pleasure. Such views reflect a deep-seated discomfort with
women asserting control over their sexual lives and rein-
force the societal expectation that respectable womanhood is
contingent upon sexual restraint, modesty, and subservience
to male pleasure [28,32,33]. These notions highlight the
ongoing policing of female sexuality and how patriarchal
norms attempt to suppress women’s sexual agency. It also
shows how negative public reactions to women’s sexual
autonomy are not merely cultural expressions but active
mechanisms of control that seek to limit women’s bodily
autonomy and right to pleasure.

The data also suggest that discussions about sex toys do
not merely challenge acceptable forms of sexuality but also
provoke discomfort because of their perceived association
with same-sex sexual expression. In this context, sex toys
were not viewed as legitimate pleasure-enhancing tools but
as symbolic threats to the socially and religiously prescri-
bed heteronormative order. Their connection to alternative
sexual practices, especially those that center on female
pleasure or queer sexualities, elicits strong resistance rooted
in entrenched gender norms, conservative religious teach-
ings, and moral expectations. Sexual expressions outside
the framework of reproduction and male-dominated intimacy
are often framed as immoral or unnatural. This reflects
broader cultural discomfort with sexual diversity and sexual
autonomy. Furthermore, the findings highlight the overcon-
centration of normativity, a phenomenon that feminist scholar
Stella Nyanzi sharply critiques. Nyanzi argues that this
obsession with what is deemed “normal” constrains public
imagination and actively limits the recognition and legitimacy
of other diverse forms of sexual expression [19]. In Ghana-
ian society, early socialization and dominant religious and
cultural ideologies rigidly define what constitutes “normal” or
“legitimate” sexuality. Society swiftly condemns deviations
from dominant sexual norms, particularly sexualities that fall
outside what is considered “normal” or “legitimate” [34,35].
At the same time, a culture of silence around sexuality limits
opportunities for open discussion of sexual issues and diverse
forms of sexual expression [36]. This normative framework
creates significant barriers to open and inclusive conversa-
tions about sexuality in the public sphere [1]. Such cultural

and moral policing reinforces the status quo, marginalizes
those who do not conform, and curtails the possibilities for
progressive discourse on sexual rights and autonomy.

The negative reactions to the minister’s speech also
underscore how women’s sexual needs are routinely
suppressed within patriarchal societies and deny them a
voice and agency in sexual decision-making. The backlash,
particularly the use of derogatory labels such as “freaky,”
“disgrace,” and “lesbian,” reveals not only discomfort with
women asserting their sexual autonomy but also the soci-
etal mechanisms used to discipline and silence such vocal
or assertive individuals. Women who openly discuss or
advocate for sexual rights are often perceived as a threat
to the masculine order and normative gender expectations,
which dictate that women should be sexually passive, modest,
and subordinate. Such labeling delegitimizes their sexual
preferences and expressions and exposes them to heightened
risks of verbal abuse, social ostracism, and physical violence.
These derogatory terms and labels become ideological tools
of control and deterrence, aimed at delegitimizing women’s
voices and reinforcing the idea that sexual autonomy or
agency for women must be controlled. Nevertheless, in
private spaces, some studies in Ghana have shown that
heterosexual couples reportedly engage in diverse sexual
practices, including the use of sexual aids such as sex
toys to enhance their sexual experiences [28,32,33,37]. This
underscores the double standards that characterize Ghanaian
society, where public discourse fiercely defends cultural and
moral norms by shaming women and others who advocate for
sexual autonomy, while diverse sexual practices continue to
exist, often away from public scrutiny. Despite widespread
public opposition to LGBTQ issues and other nonheteronor-
mative sexualities, such practices have long existed within
African societies [38]. Yet, open discussion of these realities
remains highly constrained. This disconnect reveals that,
although Ghanaians may publicly express resentment toward
nonnormative sexualities and pleasure-seeking practices, such
behaviors are not absent in private life. However, the public
backlash and associated moral condemnation may push
women and other marginalized individuals into silence. This
stance may stifle broader conversations about sexual rights
and autonomy. The implications are profound, not just for
women’s sexual autonomy but also for their ability to define
and experience pleasure on their terms.

In addition, comments such as “men can do the work” or
claims that women who use sex toys “have no respect for
men” reflect deeply entrenched cultural beliefs that priori-
tize male sexual performance and pleasure while relegating
women’s sexual needs as secondary or unnecessary [32].
These perspectives are indicative of a patriarchal, heteronor-
mative sexual framework in which women’s sexual needs are
regarded as optional or contingent upon male involvement.
This framing of female sexuality raises critical questions: are
women only expected to participate in sex for reproduction
or to satisfy men? Is sexual pleasure viewed as primarily
for men? These presumptions contribute to a socio-cultural
environment that actively denies women the right to pursue
their sexual inclinations and make decisions about their
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bodies. The consequences will be far-reaching as women’s
sexual autonomy is systematically restricted, and their agency
is undermined when male pleasure is normalized as primary
and female pleasure is devalued or stigmatized. This cultural
logic not only restricts women’s capacity to explore their
sexual preferences but also undermines the legitimacy of
women’s sexual rights in a broader context. The normali-
zation of male-centered sexual authority perpetuates power
imbalances, which may even create environments that are
conducive to gender-based violence or coercion. By framing
sex toys as a rejection of male authority rather than as tools
for individual or shared pleasure, such discourse reinforces
the idea that women’s sexuality must remain tied to male
control. Ultimately, these dynamics reproduce a social order
in which women’s sexual needs are not only subordinated but
also surveilled, restricted, and silenced.

Despite the associated negativities regarding female sexual
expressions and autonomy, we identified some positive
comments that countered the overly negative sentiments
expressed about the sex toy discourse. The recognition that
sex toys are intended to improve and enhance the sexual
experiences of individuals, including those in heterosexual
relationships, points to a gradual departure from the con-
ventional normative ideals. For instance, comments such as
“…heterosexual couples often employ aids to enhance their
sexual experience; therefore, blanket criminalization of sex
aids is rather misguided…” illustrate how heteronormative
sexual norms are being contested. Narratives of this nature
challenge conservative ideologies that seek to confine sexual
expressions within the normative framework of penovaginal
sex. This positive outlook signals a gradual shift away from
the rigid structures that have long marginalized female sexual
agency. In a cultural context where patriarchal and religious
norms tightly regulate sexuality, there are dissenting voices
advocating autonomy and the right to make self-reflective
choices. This suggests that with time and continued advocacy,
women and other marginalized groups will be empowered
to resist restrictive cultural norms and narratives shaping
sexuality discourses. This could, to a large extent, alter the
cultural landscape and public perceptions of sexual rights and
autonomy in Ghana.
Strengths and Limitations
To the best of our knowledge, this is the first and only
study to analyze social media comments on sex toy legis-
lation in Ghana and to do so using AI. Our study integra-
tes insights from media studies, law, gender and sexuality
studies, and computational social science to offer a thorough
analysis of public discourse on this emerging issue. In doing
so, we not only pioneer a forward-looking methodology
that anticipates how intelligent technologies can be used to
better understand social media debates in Ghana and beyond,
but we also break new ground in the intersection of legal
media analysis and AI. This study has several limitations.
Although the analysis focuses on public discourses surround-
ing women’s sexual autonomy and pleasure, the gender
identities of social media commenters could not be veri-
fied. Consequently, interpretations are based on the content
and context of comments, as well as the gendered debates

prompted by Ursula Owusu-Ekuful’s remarks. Furthermore,
because the commenter’s gender could not be established,
views interpreted as supporting or opposing women’s sexual
autonomy may have been expressed by men rather than
women. The findings should therefore be understood as
reflecting broader public discourses on women’s sexuality
rather than the perspectives of women alone. This study
also excludes the perspectives of offline, nonsocial-media
users, potentially overlooking significant viewpoints held by
less-connected or rural populations. Prior research has shown
that online public discourse can diverge substantially from
offline sentiment due to representativeness biases and echo
chamber effects, in which people are repeatedly exposed to
information and opinions that closely align with their views,
reinforcing those beliefs and shielding them from oppos-
ing perspectives. This often happens in algorithm-driven
platforms that prioritize familiar content [39]. In order to
facilitate a more holistic understanding of the Ghanaian
public opinion on sex toy legislation, future studies should
incorporate offline surveys or community interviews to
compare offline views with online sentiment.
Conclusion
This study reveals entrenched societal discomfort and cultural
unease over nonheteronormative sexualities and expressions
in Ghana. We found that cultural and religious norms largely
shaped public discussions, especially those on social media.
The opposition to the sex toy debate reflects not merely moral
condemnation but also the aversion to public display and
support for sexual expressions that contest the established
social order. We infer from the narratives and the analysis
that the use of sex toys in the context of solo or partnered
sex may not be the primary source of contention, but the
public clamor for its decriminalization and the fact that a
woman was making this call is what appears to invite greater
scrutiny. This stems from perceptions regarding marital
fidelity, where the use of sex toys could be considered as
undermining male sexual hegemony or dislocating masculin-
ity. The sentiments did not differ from these notions, as many
expressed fear, ridicule, or moral outrage at the thought of
women seeking pleasure outside the direct involvement of
men, reinforcing the belief that sexual fulfillment should
remain tied to male authority and control. This reflects
broader patriarchal concerns about men maintaining power
within intimate relationships and preserving traditional gender
hierarchies, which have been part of the major concerns of
both feminists and other activist groups. While a section of
Ghanaians expressed optimism in an attempt to challenge
these notions and cultural scripting, the overwhelmingly
negative public backlash reveals the powerful and resil-
ient nature of structural constraints. However, the positive
sentiments identified in this study indicate a gradual shift
toward recognizing individuals’ rights to make autonomous
decisions regarding their sexual well-being. These emerging
perspectives, although limited, suggest the possibility of more
inclusive discussions about sexuality issues in Ghana, and this
requires both cultural and structural shifts through inclusive
sexuality education that recognizes sexual pleasure as a right,
thereby challenging the conception that African societies
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limit women’s sexual options. Also, the findings point to
the need for sexuality education and sexual and reproductive
health policies to move beyond a primary focus on risk
and reproduction and engage more directly with issues of
sexual autonomy, pleasure, and bodily agency in culturally
appropriate ways. Indeed, we agree with views such as those
of Daniel Fiaveh, especially in his 2019 study on sex toys
among women and other gender activists who suggest that

women, like their male counterparts, exercise sexual choices
in the “bedroom” so long as sexual pleasure is a “thing”
they want to seek. So, so long as Madam Ursula Owusu, the
Ghanaian women’s rights activist, is concerned, anti-LGBTQ
legislation is not only targeted at gender and sexual minori-
ties but also a threat to women’s sexual autonomy, and that
should not be countenanced. We agree with Ursula’s feminist
stance in that regard.
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