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ABSTRACT:
In my dissertation “Rites, Recreation, and Rulership: Postcolonial Christianity in Ewe Music of
Ghana,” I ask how postcolonial Christianity has influenced Ewe musical practices associated
with rites, recreational activities, and rulership.1 I also ask why Christian musical forms have
been incorporated into Ewe indigenous cultural practices. To answer these questions, I intend to
spend three and half months in selected Ewe communities in Ghana. The Ewe group is largely
homogenous with a unique musical tradition defined by genre, instruments, dance, and costume.
I argue that the introduction of Christian religious dogmas and related practices has
influenced Ewe music as it relates to rites of passage, recreation (entertainment), and rulership
(coronation rites). Consequently, some cultural practices and associated modes of music have
been discontinued, others have been modified, and new ones created particularly in the second
half of the twentieth century. First, my dissertation aims at closing the lacuna in scholarship
regarding the role of Christian musical traditions of the Ewe of Ghana. Prior scholarship on Ewe
music (Agawu, Dor, and Agordoh) does not include any explicit discussion of Christianity’s
influence. Second, it will contribute to the on-going scholarly discourse regarding the emergence
of syncretic art forms including music from indigenous cultures and Christianity. Finally, by
taking an interdisciplinary approach and engaging scholarship from ethnomusicology, African
studies, religion, and linguistic anthropology, my project will offer a more comprehensive
understanding of how Christianity has created a new musical identity among the Ewe of Ghana.
My dissertation examines the role music plays in the construction of social, political, and
religious identity. I investigate this process by analyzing the Ghanaian Ewes’ musical
performances associated with selected rites, recreation, and rulership.

“Ewe” references one of the major ethnic groups in Ghana as well as its language. They are one of the five main
ethnic groups in Ghana and constitute about 13% of Ghana’s population.
1

PROJECT NARRATIVE:
I am requesting a Student Enhancement Award to conduct research for my dissertation, “Rites,
Recreation, and Rulership: Postcolonial Christianity in Ewe Music of Ghana,” The Student
Enhancement Award will allow me to travel to the Volta Region of Ghana to conduct the
fieldwork necessary to complete my research.2
The activities of early Christian missions since the mid-nineteenth century and the recent
Ghanaian Pentecostal and Charismatic movements in the last four decades have significantly
changed the socio-cultural lives of the Ewe people. Christianity, considered as a foreign religion
in Ghana, has introduced dogmas and other religious practices that are divergent and sometimes
conflicting to the Ewe culture. This development has led to a combination of practices that have
affected Ewe culture with both positive and negative ramifications. I have prepared myself for
this research through coursework in ethnomusicology, interdisciplinary arts, and library research.
At Ohio University, I took graduate-level ethnomusicology courses with Dr. Garrett Field in the
School of Interdisciplinary Arts.3 In addition, I wrote my MA thesis on the music of the Avatime
people, a minority ethnic group that shares the same geographical space with the Ewe and
engage in similar cultural practices including music. My MA thesis is entitled “Continuity and
Change in the Musical Traditions of the Avatime of Ghana.” It set the framework for how I will
approach this similar study in regard to both methodology and the scope of my research. I
conducted this research in all the seven settlements of Avatime: Vane, Amedzofe, Biakpa,
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The Ewe people inhabit the Volta region, one of the 15 administrative regions of Ghana, located at the eastern
border of Ghana.
3
In IARTS 7404: Critical Theory and the Arts, I completed the paper “Revisiting the Classification System of Ewe
Musical Genres: The case of Bobobo Dance.” In Music 6900: Current Issues in Ethnomusicology, I completed the
paper “The Praises and Worship Tradition in Ghanaian Churches in the Twenty First Century: Maintaining,
Adopting, and Reversing Tradition.” In MUS 6300X: Seminar in World Music, I completed the project “Five
Traditional Ewe Songs for Voice and Piano: Performance and Analysis.” In IARTS 7407: Transnational and Global
Theories, I completed the paper “The Effect of Christianity and Colonialism on Names and Naming Ceremonies
among the Ewe of Ghana.”

Dzogbefeme, Dzokpe, Gbadzeme, and Fume. My findings revealed that the presence of
Christianity in Avatime resulted in the combination of indigenous musical practice with modern
Christian elements. This dynamic can be paralleled in the research I will conduct in the Ewe
community. My thesis and fieldwork also allowed me to establish contacts for my future
research in the Volta Region of Ghana.
Goals and Scope
The goal of the study is to examine the musical performance practices of the Ewe people
of Ghana in relation to rites, recreation, and rulership. My study of the contemporary musical
practices of the Ewe community reveals that their music has elements from Christian sources.
For example, some indigenous Ewe musical genres now sing Christian hymns during their
performances. I have also observed that the influence of Christianity has led to the development
of new musical content. Likewise, in some instances, it has resulted in the discontinuity of
certain musical practices while in other instances, the musical practices have been modified. I,
therefore, seek to establish that the evolution of modes of music in the selected institutional
practices reflects the influence of Christianity on the entire Ewe culture. The said influence has
both positive and negative sides.
This study further delves briefly into how Christianity overtly and covertly influenced
music and other socio-cultural institutions of the Ewe during the colonial period. It also
examines the snowballing effects this influence has created during the postcolonial era. The
scope of this project will thus include selected indigenous and contemporary musical types
associated with socio-recreational events, political institutions, and customary rites of the Ewe
people.
Context

The Ewe group in Ghana presents a fascinating case for the study of how African communities
have evolved and coped with the introduction of Christianity into their culture. Scholarship
written by Jones (1954), Amoaku (1975), Agawu (1995), Fiagbedzi (1997), Dor (2001),
Agordoh (2004), Gbolonyo (2009), Friedson (2009), Younge (2011), and Locke (2013) touches
on varied aspects of Ewe music. For instance, the authors focused on the music and language
relationship, compositional processes, dance, as well as music and tradition, but scholarly works
on rhythm in Ewe music dominates the body of research.4 These authors also succinctly alluded
to deliberate missionary interventions that sought to stifle or curtail some indigenous musical
practices in Ewe communities. However, these works do not explicitly address issues of
Christianity’s influence on Ewe music traditions, especially as it affects the Ewe culture in the
postcolonial era. My research seeks to synthesize this crucial intrusion and to further interrogate
Christianity’s contributions to the current discourse on musical traditions of the Ewe and by
extension, other communities in Africa.
Similarly, researchers such as Meyer (1999), Ganusah (2008), and Bansah (2013) have
made significant scholarly contributions to how Christianity has influenced the Ewe culture. The
scholarship offers an in-depth perspective on Christianity’s encounter with Ewe indigenous
beliefs and practices, the missionaries’ deliberate attempt to loathe Ewe traditional religion and
culture, and their efforts to convert Ewes through translated hymns and prayer books, foreign
ecclesiastical vestments and architecture, as well as theological training. This approach to
conversion was used throughout Africa, and interestingly gave birth to syncretic traditions.5 For
instance, Blacking (1997) observed that among the Venda of South Africa, Christianity brought
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See Avorgbedor (1986), Agawu (1990) and Gbolonyo (2009) on music and language; Dor (2001) on compositional
processes; Younge (2011) and Badu (2002) on dance; Amoaku (1975) on music and tradition; Jones (1959), Locke
(1978), and Agawu (1995) on rhythm.
5
Syncretic traditions combine aspects of African indigenous culture with Christian sources.

about musical change, which culminates in the existence of three categories of music, namely,
traditional, syncretic, and modern. My project examines this Christianity-triggered (traditionalsyncretic-modern) trichotomy and its influence on Ewe music and culture.
Methods
The methodological procedures necessary to complete this research include
standard practices in ethnomusicology: participant observation, semi-structured recorded
interviews, transcription, and analysis. I have done the preliminary research necessary to carry
out this academic fieldwork in the summer of 2017 and 2018. Through contacts made during
previous fieldwork, I have established primary contacts in the Ewe communities I plan to visit.
By using the probability-sampling schemes (Bernard 2000), based on my initial contacts and
experience, I will interview local authorities and traditional scholars including kings, chiefs,
queens, opinion leaders, clergy, Christians, traditional religion devotees, prominent traditional
artists and musicians within the Ewe communities.6 These connections will help bridge any gaps
that may arise concerning gender, age, religion, and education. By doing so, I can gather critical
data that will help me “measure” the resultant emerging change in the Ewe musical tradition.
I will spend three and a half months over the summer of 2020 in approximately 20 to 30
Ewe communities in the Volta region of Ghana conducting interviews and engaging in the
anthropological research technique of participant-observation. Using audio and video recording
devices, I will collect data during religious and ritual ceremonies, festivals, and life cycle events
on music, drama, and ritual performances by traditional dance-drumming groups and various
artists. I will also combine the above method with focus group discussions as well as structured
interviews as I reach out to the relevant consultants in academia. Ethnomusicologists and African
6

A probability sampling scheme is a method of sampling that is based on some form of random selection, which
includes simple random sampling, proportional stratified random sampling, as well as saturation and dense
sampling.

studies scholars seldom engage in multi-site research; therefore, this study will have significance
for both ethnomusicology and African studies methodology. The national language of Ghana is
English, in which I am fluent. I also have a very high proficiency in the Ewe language.7
Significance
This dissertation seeks to enrich ethnomusicological scholarship on musical practices of the Ewe
of Ghana.8 I attempt to do so by uniting scholarship from ethnomusicology with approaches
from the disciplines of linguistic anthropology, religious studies, and African studies. With this
interdisciplinary approach, I attempt to uncover a new thread of continuity and change in Ewe
music and culture.9 I draw on scholarship in linguistic anthropology to address issues pertaining
to the use of the Ewe language as well as emotion and meaning in music-text. Scholars of Ewe
music have typically explored the uniqueness of various musical elements, including rhythm,
melody, song and drum text, instrumentation, compositional processes, and performance.
Similarly, scholars of religion concentrated on the history of missionary activities and its impact
on the socio-cultural lives of the Ewe, particularly their religious practices. By contrast, my
project introduces into the Ewe music discourse the role Christianity has played in changing the
dynamics of Ewe musical culture. This study also brings into the discipline of religion in
Africa and African studies the often-neglected subject of Christian music and its effect on
indigenous institutional practices such as kingship, widowhood rites, naming ceremonies, and
puberty rites.
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I majored in Ewe language and Music Education for my Bachelor’s degree.
This contributes to the growing body of ethnomusicological research on Ewe music by Amoako (1975), Agawu
(1995, 2001), Dor (2001), Gbolonyo (2009), Friedson (2009), Fiagbedzi (2009), and Younge (2011).
9
On religion in Africa, see Hillman (1993), Meyer (1999), Mugambi (2001), Gifford (2004), Asamoah-Gyedu
(2005), Kalu (2007), and Bansah (2013). On Ewe history and culture, see Amenumey (1986), Agbodeka (1997), and
Spieth (2011). On linguistic anthropology, see Bauman and Briggs (1990), Silverstein and Urban (1996, and Baber
(2007). On African Studies, see Dzobo and Amegashie-Viglo (2004).
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PRESENTATION OF RESULTS:
I plan to present the research I conduct during the summer of 2020 at the Society of
Ethnomusicology’s 2020 annual meeting, which will be held in Ottawa, Canada, October 22-25,
2020. I will present a portion of my research in a paper on the elements of Christian songs in
traditional Ewe music. This paper will also constitute one of my dissertation chapters. The
research presented at this conference will contribute to the growing scholarship on Ewe music
and culture and will offer a platform for further comparative and collaborative opportunities with
scholars of Ewe music, African studies, and religion.
Furthermore, the 2020 annual meeting of the Association of African Studies presents an
ideal opportunity for me to present additional research. As a prestigious interdisciplinary
association, ASA draws in scholars from diverse backgrounds and disciplines within its
geographic parameters. An opportunity to present this research to a diverse, interdisciplinary
audience would enhance my experience and contribute immensely towards my overall
scholarship.
Finally, I plan to participate in the 2021 Student Research and Creative Activity
Exposition at Ohio University where I will present the current state of my research and
dissertation. This exposition presents an ideal opportunity for me to engage with fellow students
and Ohio University faculty in a collaborative and interdisciplinary environment.

BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION:
DIVINE KWASI GBAGBO
219 W Washington St., Athens-OH| 330-462-1361 | gbagbodivine@gmail.com
Education
2017
Ph.D. Candidate, Interdisciplinary Arts (Ethnomusicology, African Arts & Literature)
Ohio University, Athens, OH
3.97 Cumulative GPA
2012
Master of Arts, Ethnomusicology
Kent State University, Athens, OH
Thesis: “Continuity and Change in the Musical Traditions of the Avatime of
Ghana” (Supervised by Dr. Kazadi wa Mukuna)
3.97 Cumulative GPA
1999
Bachelor of Education in Music Education and Ewe Language University of Education,
Winneba - Ghana
1996
Diploma in Music Education and Ewe Language University of Education, Winneba
Ghana
1989
Professional Teacher’s Certificate (3-Year Post Secondary) Institute of Education,
University of Cape Coast, Ghana.
Teaching Experience
2017 – Present Teaching Associate and Instructor of Records
Interdisciplinary Arts, Ohio University, Athens, Ohio
2012 – 2017
Teacher and Ensemble Director
Mawuli (Senior High) School, Ho, Ghana
2010 –2012
Graduate Teaching Associate and Instructor
Kent State University, Ohio
2005 – 2010
(Winter Quarters only) Visiting International Scholar
Ohio State University – Agricultural and Technical Institute, Wooster, Ohio
1996 –2010
Teacher and Ensemble Director
Mawuko Girls Senior High School, Ho, Ghana
Publications
Articles in Peer-Review Journals
2019
Gbagbo, Divine K. and D. Rose Elder. “Storytelling Songs of the Èwè Dòmè of
Ghana.” African Music: Journal of the International Library of African Music
Vol. 11 no 1.
Under Review “Texts and Contexts: The Case of Jàmá Songs among Youth in Ghana,”
submitted to Journal of the Musical Arts in Africa.
Encyclopedic Entry
2019
“Roles (Instruments and Instrumentalists play).” The SAGE International Encyclopedia
of Music and Culture. Edited by Janet Sturman. Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, Inc.
Thesis

2012

“Continuity and Change in the Musical Traditions of the Avatime of Ghana.” M.A.
Thesis, Kent State University, OH.

Fieldwork
2019
Ghana, studied the musical performance practices of the Ewe migrants in Accra, the
capital city of Ghana.
2018
Togo, studied the musical traditions of the Ewe of Togo to establish the impact of
colonialism on their performance practices.
2011
Ghana, studies the musical traditions of seven Avatime communities in the Volta
region of Ghana.
Conference Presentations
2019
“Navigating Contextual Spaces through the use of Jama Songs by Youth Groups in
Ghana.” Presented at Ohio University, Global Arts Symposium, Athens, OH, April 2.
2019
“Hybridization of the Arts: The Case of Music in the Southern Africa Region.”
Presented at Ohio University, Global Arts Symposium, Athens, OH, April 2.
2019
“Modernity and its Dilemma in Ghanaian Popular Music: The Case of Telemo and
Abena Music Videos.” Presented at University of Dayton, MIDSEM Conference
(Midwest Chapter of Society of the Ethnomusicology), Dayton, OH, March 23.
2018 “Vision and Composition: Sustainable Development Goals through the Arts.” Presented
at Ohio University, The United Nations 2030 Sustainable Development Goals and Higher
Education Conference, Athens, OH, Nov. 14-15.
2018 “Constant Repertoire in Varying Performance Contexts: The Case of Jama Songs among
the Youth in Ghana.” Presented at the University of Ghana, Legon, Second International
Council for Traditional Music (ICTM) Study Group of African Musics Symposium,
Accra, August 9-12.
2018
“Physiological and Socio-Aesthetic Effects of the Praises and Worship Tradition on
Congregants in Ghanaian Churches.” Presented at National Theater of Ghana,
International Symposium on Arts, Health, and Wellness, Accra (Ghana). June 25-30.
Achievements/Awards
2017 – Present
Interdisciplinary Arts Graduate Teaching Assistantship Award, Ohio
University, Athens, Ohio
2014
Outstanding Contribution to Music Development, Mawuko Girls’ Senior High
School, Ho, Ghana
2010
School of Music Graduate Teaching Assistantship Award, Kent State University,
Kent, Ohio
2006
Golden Jubilee Outstanding Leadership Award as Music Director and Choral
Music Composer, E.P. Church Choir, Ho Kpodzi, Ghana
2003
Most Dedicated Service Award (Teaching), Mawuko Girls’ Senior High School,
Ho, Ghana
1993, 1994
Best Student Meritorious Award (Music Education), University of Education,
Winneba, Ghana

ABOUT ME:
As a graduate student at Kent State University, my interest in Ewe communities and their
musical traditions in Ghana and Togo was heightened when I conducted research for my Master
of Arts degree in the Volta region of Ghana in 2011. Hitherto, I grew up in the Ewe communities
and studied the language and culture to the bachelor’s degree level. Back to Ghana after
graduation in 2012, I have used every opportunity to study the musical traditions of the Ewe
keenly. This research experience, along with my coursework motivated me to present and
publish this material at six conferences in two years. Furthermore, most of the graduate seminar
papers I wrote for my coursework were based on my initial research. In the School of
Interdisciplinary Arts at Ohio University, I took seminars in ethnomusicological methods, global
and transnational theory, African music and related arts, critical theory, music and language, and
contemporary aesthetics, while achieving a 4.0-grade point average. All of these courses have
equipped, supplemented, and honed my learning skills and goals in continuing this research.
My proposed research in Ghana does not require foreign language proficiency as English is the
national language. Additionally, I have native and professional proficiency in the Ewe language,
which is the dominant language of the Ewe people. Further relevant qualifications and
experiences can be found in my Curriculum Vitae, which is included in this document.
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Research Grant -The Noble Foundation - $1000 awarded
Applied:
The Parry/Billman College of Fine Arts Graduate Student Awards
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ITEM
Flight

Local Travel

Lodging

Per Diem

Research in the Ewe Communities in Ghana
DATE
SOURCE
COST
From CMH to
4/30/20 Kayak.com
$2555
ACC, South
and
African (round
8/17/20
trip)
Hired driver
5/1/20
Expatistan.com $10/day x 90
to
8/17/20
Sena Lodge, Ho
5/1/20
Expatistan.com $25/day x 90
to
8/17/20
Food (Including
5/1/20
Expatistan.com $17/day x 90
bottled water)
to
8/17/20
Total Trip Cost

TOTAL
$2555

$900

$2250

$1530

$7235

Conference Paper, Society of Ethnomusicology Annual Meeting Ottawa, Canada
ITEM
DATE
SOURCE
COST
TOTAL
Flight
From CMH to
10/22/20
Kayak.com
$513
$513
YOW,
to
American
10/25/20
Airlines (round
trip)
Car
Pick up at
10/22/20
https://www.ethnomusi $27 at 2 days $54
Rental
YOW to Westin to
cology.org/page/Conf_
Ottawa Hotel
10/25/20
2020
Lodging Westin Ottawa
10/22/20
https://www.ethnomusi $187/night +
$748
Hotel
to
cology.org/page/Conf_ taxes and fees
10/25/20
2020
at 4 nights
Per
Ottawa, Canada 10/22/20
https://aoprals.state.gov $112/day +
$448
Diem
to
/
taxes and fees
(m&ie)
10/25/20
at 4 days
Total Trip Cost
$1763

Total Research Budget

$8998

Total to be Funded by SEA

$6000

Total to be Funded Externally

$2998

BUDGET JUSTIFICATION:
As shown from the above estimates, two-thirds of the funds from the Student Enhancement
Award is to be used for the traveling cost associated with my dissertation fieldwork and one third
for the conference paper presentation. Due to the international nature of my research, this is the
topmost priority for funding. The first estimate above shows the breakdown of costs associated
with travel to the Ewe community in the Volta region of Ghana. I have already secured funding
for the flight to Ghana; hence the SEA funds will cover the remaining items including lodging,
local travel, and per diem. I will lodge in Ho, the capital city of the Volta region of Ghana and
commute to approximately 20 to 30 Ewe communities within the region.
The cost of the conference in Ottawa, Canada, will, be funded from the SEA and a
conference support fee from the School of Interdisciplinary Arts and College of Fine Arts. The
quotes for lodging and car rental are sourced from the website of the Society for
Ethnomusicology, while the per diem rate is quoted from aoprals.state.gov via the Ohio
University Finance website. The estimation for the flight is based on quotes at Kayak.com, a
website which I have used extensively in previous travels. All subsequent conferences that I
proposed to attend in Section 6 (Presentation of Results) will be funded externally and /or by
myself.
As an international student and a Ghanaian, I have already taken the required
immunizations that will enable me to travel to Ghana, and the vaccines will not expire before my
predicted travel date.

