
 

 

저 시-비 리- 경 지 2.0 한민  

는 아래  조건  르는 경 에 한하여 게 

l  저 물  복제, 포, 전송, 전시, 공연  송할 수 습니다.  

다 과 같  조건  라야 합니다: 

l 하는,  저 물  나 포  경 ,  저 물에 적 된 허락조건
 명확하게 나타내어야 합니다.  

l 저 터  허가를 면 러한 조건들  적 되지 않습니다.  

저 에 른  리는  내 에 하여 향  지 않습니다. 

것  허락규약(Legal Code)  해하  쉽게 약한 것 니다.  

Disclaimer  

  

  

저 시. 하는 원저 를 시하여야 합니다. 

비 리. 하는  저 물  리 목적  할 수 없습니다. 

경 지. 하는  저 물  개 , 형 또는 가공할 수 없습니다. 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0/kr/legalcode
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0/kr/


 
 

Master’s Thesis of International Studies 

 

 

 

 

 

From colonisation to globalisation: a 

comparative study of music industry 

development in Ghana and Senegal 

 
 

식민지화에서 세계화까지 : 가나와 세네갈의  

음악 산업 발전에 관한 비교 연구 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
February 2020 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Graduate School of International Studies 

Seoul National University 

 International Cooperation Major 



 i 

 

  



 ii 

Abstract 
 

 

This project seeks to explore how colonization and globalization affected the 

development of music industry in Africa. It starts from an observation: musicians from 

French-speaking countries better succeeded on the so-called “world music” market 

since the 1980s compared to musicians from English-speaking countries. However, 

this music branch is guided by Western aesthetic codes and tastes and raise the 

question of “cultural imperialism”. 

I chose to conduct a comparative study to find out if colonization could have 

predisposed certain nations to better seize global audience than others, contrasting two 

cases: Ghana and Senegal. On one hand, Ghana and Senegal were respectively 

colonized by the British, through the indirect rule, and the French, who implemented 

an assimilationist project. On the other hand, these two countries are renown for their 

musical richness and especially their national music. The highlife music accompanied 

Ghanaians in their accession to independence in the 1960s, whereas mbalax music 

won over Senegalese in the 1980s and the rest of the world a decade later. 

Adopting a historical approach, I first trace the music economy development 

in those two countries from the beginning of recorded music in 1910s to the success 

of African musicians surfing on the “world music” trend in the 1990s. Three main 

periods are identified: the colonization period, dominated by colonial musical 

practices, the post-independence period marked by the quest of identity for the newly-

formed independent nation and period starting from the 1980s in which local musical 

practices are more and more influenced by global tendencies of the music market. 

Then I try to figure out the common features and the divergences between 

their respective music economy development since the colonization period. And to 

better understand the possible effects of colonization, I chose different colonial 

legacies to examine in the post-colonial period: language, legislation as well as 
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business and political ties. But such a methodological approach also recognizes that 

there is some commonness between the Senegalese and Ghanaian cases which need 

to be illuminated. In other words, this research aims not only to highlight how French 

or British colonization affected the music industry path but also the systemic 

dynamics that affected musical production in both countries. 

The final aim of this research project is to determine if there is still a dominant 

relationship between Ghanaian and Senegalese music actors and the rest of the global 

music industry which is mostly located in Western countries. 

 

Key words: African music, development, colonization, globalisation 

Student number: 2018-20756 
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akrakyefoɔ (G) Social group of urban educated and salaried men (clerks, 

teachers, accountants) which appeared in coastal Ghana in the 

1910s 

bana-bana (S) Cassette producer in Sandaga market 

ɔɔkɔ ball (G) Phrase meaning “he attended the ball” to spotlight the fact that 
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mbalax (S) Music featuring elements from contemporary styles and Wolof 
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home with knowledge to contribute to the community. Also 
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Chapter I. Introduction 
 

In the early 1980s, the global interest in the popular music of sub-Saharan 

Africa, called Afro-Pop, started growing in Britain, France, Belgium and Holland. By 

the end of the decade, the market had expanded to the United States and Japan. In 

order to broaden the marketing potential of Afro-pop, a group of London-based 

independent recording companies and popular music journalists coined the name of 

“World Music” in 1986-1987. Although this term progressively included Latin-

American, Arabic, Eastern European and Asian popular music styles, African popular 

music was the main driver of the marketization of a distinct commercial segment of 

the international recording market. Since the 1990s, the music industry is considered 

as a big business in West Africa and in 2000, it was estimated that African music 

represented half of world music sales, that is between 200 million dollars and 2,5 

billion dollars1. 

On a more sociological level, some scholars explain world music’s appeal 

through the way it invokes identity affirmation as well as openness to others. In this 

sense, world music would contribute to a universal civilization and foster cultural 

communion. However, this world music trend can also be considered as dangerous 

for African culture, leading to the issue of “cultural imperialism”. This new genre 

would be the archetype of globalization and fosters branding strategies that denature 

the reality of African music in order to appeal to a Western audience in search of 

exoticism. 

It should be stressed that cultural exchanges between Africa and the rest of 

the world are longstanding in History. Starting from the 17th century, the first Western 

                                                 
1 There is no reliable data concerning world music sales. John Collins estimated world music 

sales to 200 million dollars in paper intended for a workshop at the World Bank, but according 

to the International Herald Tribune (Feb 3 2000), 14% of the world 36 billion dollars world-

wide music sales is world music. Thus, knowing that half of the world music is African, 

African world music sales would represent 2,5 billion dollars. 
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musical instruments were exported to Africa. Colonials, soldiers, sailors and touring 

musicians also spread and brought back numerous music styles – ranging from 

classical to Latin dance styles such as salsa, rumba or bolero – which contributed to 

what African modern music is today. And the hip-hop wave coming from America 

which currently shakes the continent highlights the continued exchanges of influence 

between Africa and the rest of the world. Globalization undoubtedly contributed to 

the rising popularity of African music among international audiences as music 

commoditization. And the homogenization of the consumer experience allowed for a 

better circulation of cultural products. 

For all these reasons, the music industry, and more generally the cultural 

sector, has also been pushed to the forefront of global economic development over the 

last decades. The adoption of the Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the 

Diversity of Cultural Expressions in 2005 and the creation of the Creative Economy 

Reports since 2008 have marked the growing interest of African policy makers for 

this sector. However, the discourse of international organizations tends to neglect the 

plurality of cultural practices across the 54 African countries. Their different histories 

led to different paths of development for their music industries.     

  

A first distinction can be that since the mid-1980s, Francophone Africa has 

been dominating the African segment of world music, with artists such as Alpha 

Blondy, Baaba Mal, Salif Keita not to mention Youssou N’Dour who was elected as 

one of the most influential persons on the planet on the Time 2007-ranking2. As a 

result, these superstars made it more and more difficult for English-speaking artists to 

find their niche. Since success on world music market relies on adaptation to Western 

tastes, could colonization have contributed to this divergence? And beyond this, could 

colonization have had long-lasting influence on local African music economies? 

                                                 
2 http://content.time.com/time/specials/2007/time100/ 

http://content.time.com/time/specials/2007/time100/
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When Europeans were governing colonies, they brought leisure 

entertainments to those territories and contributed to the emergence of 

commercialized musical activities. They also directly controlled some aspect of the 

music industry development through legislation or economic dependence. At a 

private-oriented level, European recording companies also tried to seize the newly 

formed market for cultural products, shaping the premises of a complex transnational 

network. Colonization also had more structural impacts. For instance, it shaped the 

legal system West African countries still evolve in. Most of the latter also have French, 

English, Spanish or Portuguese as an official language. Christianism also shaped 

many African societies and remains a big part of Africans daily life. As a result, 

European governments maintain a “unique” relationship with African states as they 

are still bound by economic interests, migration flows and political and cultural 

influences. 

  

Overview 

My research project is about the influence of colonization and globalization 

on the development of the music industry in Ghana and Senegal. Because the West 

African region is under-researched in terms of music industry, the developed 

methodology relies on contrasting two case studies within this ensemble. 

First, I shall take a historical approach to describe the evolution of the music 

industry in both countries since the beginning of recorded music to the global 

recognition of African music with the success of African musicians surfing on the 

“world music” trend in the 1990s. Then I try to figure out the common features and 

the divergences between their respective music economy development since the 

colonization period. To better understand the possible effects of colonization, I chose 

different colonial legacies to examine in the post-colonial period. 
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But such a methodological approach also recognizes that there is some 

commonness between the Senegalese and Ghanaian cases which need to be 

illuminated. In other words, this research aims not only to highlight how French or 

British colonization affected the music industry path but also the systemic dynamics 

that affected musical production in both countries. 

The final aim of this research project is to determine if there is still a dominant 

relationship between Ghanaian and Senegalese music actors and the rest of the global 

music industry which is mostly located in Western countries. 
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Chapter II. Literature Review 
 

The first part of the literature review arises from a paradoxical finding: 

whereas African musical wealth is globally recognized, African music economy is not 

an important subject for study. 

West African countries are particularly praised on the global scene for their 

musical productions. First, it results from a historical importance of music within 

those countries. In pre-colonial societies, musicians occupied an almost sacralised 

function in social life. Later, this area was shaped by the emergence of various musical 

innovations. Angela Impey claims that West Africa hosts such an immeasurable range 

of popular music that “[a] comprehensive overview of the range of styles, with each 

one’s own blend of local and external influences and fascinating social histories, 

regional permutations, and influences on diasporic musics, would require dedicated 

volumes” (1997, p.419). Analogously, when Kofi Agawu talks about “juju, fuji, 

afrobeat, afro-rock, highlife, makossa, taarab”, he concludes this list by “and several 

dozen others”, as if he couldn’t identify them. African rhythms had a significant 

influence in the development of overseas styles, and it led John Collins to put forward 

an optimistic vision of African music evolution: “the situation is now very different 

from the days when highlife was evolving. (…) [T]he Western music that is being 

absorbed now is mostly black American music that looks toward Africa for inspiration” 

(1977, p.60). 

Due to this musical wealth and the rising global interest in African music, 

musical economy has become a significant topic in governments and international 

organizations’ political discourse. The early roots of the African interest in cultural 

industries lie in the Dakar Plan of Action established by the Organization of African 

Unity and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO) in 1992. Some economic mechanisms are used to support the idea that 

cultural industries could be the path to an effective participation in global trade. Indeed, 
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in a system of global competition, cultural production such as music appears to be a 

comparative advantage for least industrialized economies. Brigitte Andersen, Zeljka 

and Richard Kozul-Wright (2000, p.8) justify that “[it] is because the basic raw 

material, such as the talent to create musical sounds, is readily available and entry 

costs, at least in the case of music, are not as prohibitive as in many industries.”  

However, Christiaan De Beukelaer questions this policy discourse in his paper 

“Toward an ‘African’ take on the cultural and creative industries?”. According to him, 

the plurality of cultural practices and policy trajectories across the 54 African 

countries have made it difficult to conceptualize a common vision of cultural 

industries model of development for this continent. Rather than trying to answer to a 

normative question, a focus on what exists should lead to a better understanding of 

what represent the cultural industries for the different countries. Nevertheless, there 

is a lack of research about the music industry in Africa. 

Africa seems absent from the recent literature focusing on the global 

production system. A major reason behind this is the lack of data about the music 

industry because of the internationalization and dematerialization of the musical 

production system. The major part of musical production does not appear in the 

industrial taxonomy. In addition, African countries do not have the well-established 

institutions to measure the contribution of music industry. For instance, this is why 

the share of African copyright revenues in global industry reports is very low. 

Moreover, this empirical invisibility encouraged a dismissal of West African music 

economy in disciplines such as economic geography, which has contributed to the 

study of music economy in industrialized countries where national or international 

agencies collect data (Dicken, 2004). The expatriation of the African music economy 

(mostly in European urban centres) leads to the belief that music economy in Africa 

is not structured yet. Thus, studies about world music focus on Western countries. For 

instance, when authors trace the emergence of world music (Fairley, 2001; White, 
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2012; Gray, 2014), they focus on the group of journalists, producers and independent 

label owners who met in a London pub in 1987 to coin a genre name in order to 

promote their records. They also describe the marketing campaign they designed 

(including radio programs, press releases, special actions in records shops) without 

questioning the musical content itself. John Collins, professor of musicology at the 

University of Ghana and a leading figure in the music business there, took the opposite 

point of view and explained why sub-Saharan musicians did not benefit from the 

world music boom. More generally, multiples studies on cultural production in 

America and Europe exist, but in Africa, such works have remained scarce. However, 

the World Bank project manager - Kreszentia Duer - who leads the first cultural 

development project about music industry qualified “local ownership” as “productive 

reality”. In fact, if world music is the most visible era of African music, the vast 

majority of low-income musicians who constitute the local scene does not benefit 

from it. The book edited by Saliou Ndour, L’industrie musicale au Sénégal, is the first 

of its kind: the Senegalese collective of searchers address different aspects of music 

industry, such as cultural policies, the socio-economic dimension of music professions 

or the legislation about copyrights and cultural workers status. Furthermore, some 

authors, including from West Africa (Huchard, 2003; Ndour, 2008), focused on 

entrepreneurship as a common economic status to work in the African music industry. 

Indeed, African countries were marked by structural adjustments projects (SAPs) and 

liberalization, leading to African states withdrawal from cultural affairs. 

Entrepreneurship became a common status for cultural workers. Jenny Fatou Mbaye 

established a typology of cultural entrepreneurs in Senegal and explore the economic 

and social implications of the status. 

A second reason for the lack of studies about the African music economy is 

that musical movements and genres are often treated as a cultural experience of 

anthropological, social or historical significance, with a narrow focus on its productive 
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and economic dimensions. For instance, Thimoty Roark Mangin studies Senegalese 

cosmopolitanism through urban popular music by realizing an historical and 

ethnographic study of the mbalax movement since the 1930s. The study of mbalax is 

a media to discuss the borrowing and integration of foreign ideas, cultural practices 

and identities formation. Nathan Plageman goes further by studying highlife, Saturday 

nights and their importance for Ghanaians in order to study its relationship with the 

social history of Ghana. Thus, he gives valuable insights when he precisely describes 

the way leisure activities emerged in Ghana. 

In conclusion, a first range of ethnomusicological works provide great 

insights on the diversity and structures of West African musical production like its 

complex rhythmic combinations. Socio-historical studies shed light on the changing 

social structure of African society, especially concerning the youth, and the power 

relations and tensions between different groups, within the nation or involving 

colonialism. However, these two branches of academic literature mostly focus on 

music as a content and do not give a clear overview of the productive process 

evolution through history. My master thesis tends to explore this grey area. In other 

words, my first aim is to highlight the impact of colonization and globalization on the 

structure of the music economy. 

 

The second part of the literature review starts from the working definition of 

“sub-Saharan African popular music” proposed by Waterman in 1986: 

Sub-Saharan African popular musics [...] are realized and disseminated 

via both live performances, generally involving members of the urban 

African wage-work force, and electronic mass-reproduction. At a higher 

level of generalization, African popular musics are twentieth-century 

phenomena, historically rooted in and broadly conditioned by processes 

of colonialism, urbanization, modernization, and the progressive 



 9 

incorporation of Africa into the Western-dominated world economic 

order. (pp. 4-5) 

This definition illustrates well the impact of Western influence on the emergence of a 

musical economy based on popular music and musical performances as well as the 

focus on music as a commodity. 

First, it is acknowledged that the movement of musical instruments, styles, 

performance model and production system across the world is nothing new and started 

as early as the colonial period. Michael Denning, in Noise uprising: The audiopolitics 

of a world musical revolution, shows that music industry, colonization and 

globalization are linked from the birth of the recording industry. The invention of the 

electrical microphone and loudspeaker in the early 1920s led to a recording boom: 

traditional music from all over the world was recorded by Western record companies 

in order to capture new local markets. The colonial ports fostered this recording boom 

because of the cheap rent, the weak protection of local musicians’ rights and the 

proximity to transportation networks. Indeed, these records circulated through the 

colonial shipping routes and had far-reaching influences on the global musical world. 

European colonizers also brought their leisure activities to Africa and directly 

influenced the development of the music industry. Some debates exist between 

scholars concerning this influence. John Collins, as he analyses the situation in Ivory 

Coast in the mid-1950s, concludes his study about the music genres and groups of 

West Africa by stating after the Ghanaian musician E.T. Mensah that “it would seem 

then, that during the colonial times in the French controlled areas of West Africa, there 

was a pronounced demarcation between the indigenous “cultural” music on the one 

hand and urban music, dominated by whites, on the other.” The indirect and direct 

rule would have effects on the music production. Nevertheless, Thioub and Benga 

revise this theory by saying that at the end of World War II, the young musicians from 

Dakar and Saint-Louis did not see themselves in a rural Africa nor in a colonial culture. 

The assimilationist project was not that successful, and musicians would eventually 
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find ways to gain economic independence. Besides, the mobility of African people is 

also important as they brought back ideas from their trips to colonial countries. 

Markus Coester emphasizes the transnational dimension of musical creativity and 

productivity through the travel narratives of Ghanaians musicians. Alison Okuda 

focuses on the encounter of West Indians and Ghanaian communities in London over 

the same period as well as the impact that returning Ghanaians had on music in their 

homeland, as they returned with these singular experiences. 

This mobility of musical influences intensified during the twentieth century 

due to globalization. Transnational corporations play an important role in this 

intensification because they are constantly seeking markets for musical records, 

reproduction equipment and for recordings. An outstanding consequence is the 

inequality in the economic rewards and prestige accorded to Western pop products 

outside the West when compared with how non-Western recordings are considered in 

the West. The spread and prominence of Western commercial popular music all 

around the globe led scholars to study this cause of concern, coined as “cultural 

imperialism”. This concern could also result in certain government policies promoting 

national styles. 

The debates about “world music” crystallise these tensions. Postmodernists 

see the increasing aesthetic crossovers between popular, non-Western and more 

experimental musics as a “decentred will to hybridity” (Born and Hesmondhalgh, 

2007, p.19) which is blatant when regarding the transglobal movements of musicians 

and sounds. These exchanges would be free of the earlier “core-periphery” structures 

or the out-of-date hierarchy between music styles. World music then appears as an 

educational cultural experience through which consumers emotionally react to exotic 

languages, images and associations and feel closer to people from other cultures. This 

rising tolerance and interest for the Other can be seen as a positive effect of the 

circulation of cultures through the globe. However, other authors express their 
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concern about the “appeal of cool” in world music (Krüger, 2016, p.1). Indeed, in a 

hyper-commercialized global music market, marketing and advertising became 

essential to “reach our heart” (Clancy, 2008, p.13). The world music genre is the 

product of a branding strategy based on exchanges between the music producers and 

the Western audiences of world music, to whom music is a source of private interests 

or personal pleasure. It notably means for world music artists “to appear in native garb, 

whether or not they actually wear those clothes outside the concert hall” (Taylor, 2014, 

p.197). To succeed internationally, musicians have to play by the rules of cultural 

goods market. 

Taking a step further, the imbalance between actors of the music industry can 

lead to ethical issues. Paul Simon’s Graceland (1986) is the most studied world music 

album implying the invitation of African artists to record with a world-renown star 

(Meintjes, 1990; Fairley, 2001).  Undoubtedly, musicians who worked with him on 

Graceland felt lucky to collaborate with him. For the South-African singer Ladysmith 

Black Mambazo , it turned to be an open door to world celebrity. However, a Chicano 

group, Los Lobos, accused him of recording them without giving them credits for their 

tunes. Its power of action against a singer recording for a multinational company like 

Warner Brothers is undoubtedly limited. In the same logic, the advent of sampler 

technologies permitting the use of non-Western traditional sound in popular music – 

or other types of music – questions the cultural appropriation. Can a music group use 

any music recording under the pretext that it aims to come back to ethnical origins of 

music? David Hesmondhalgh emphasizes the issues of musical appropriation by 

examining the practices of musicians and label owners at Nation Records (2007, p.29). 

By trying to trace the origin of the musical sample and to engage musicians as far as 

possible, they try to make room for non-Western musicians in the world music 

production process which is mostly located in Europe. 
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The evolution of African actors of the music industry (musicians, label owners, 

managers, entrepreneurs, governments) in such a globalized economy is not simple. 

My thesis aims to shed a light on how Ghanaian and Senegalese music economy was 

impacted and interacted with external actors, ranging from colonial authorities to 

multinational music corporations. 
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Chapter III. Analytical framework 
 

1. Definition of a musical scope 
 

Music is an essential component of African society. “When you are born, 

there is music, when you die there is music, and when you are happy there is music” 

told a member of the Senegalese band Rafrache (Penna, Thormann, & Finger, 2013, 

p.95). However, the concept of music itself is based on a Western prism. For instance, 

there was no word to describe folklore in Wolof initially, but specific nouns and verbs 

were describing musical actions such as fo for playing, tëgg for drumming, fecc for a 

dance or dancing or woy for song or singing. Thus, Youssou Ndour explains that 

Senegalese people did not think of folklore as music until the 1970s and recalls that 

“[Senegalese] used to think that music meant European instruments like keyboard and 

guitar; they didn't think of percussion as music.” (Duran, 1989, p.277). Without 

neglecting the fact that music is a Western concept which was adopted progressively, 

I intend here to give precisions about which type of music is studied within this 

research project. 

First, I chose to set a limit for my musical scope with the concept of so-called 

popular music. By definition, this music appeals to the tastes of a large segment of the 

population. And popular music styles led to the rise of their recreational use as well 

as the massification of leisure activities. However, the study of folklore can be 

relevant when it enters the spheres of the music industry. For instance, when 

musicians from all over the world started sampling non-Western folklore in the 1980s, 

these musical fragments were exploited to release popular musics and folklore 

protection was then at stake. 
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Secondly, I want to emphasize the urban aspect of “popular music”. Musical 

innovations took place mostly in urban centres where the youth was concentrated3. 

This also applies to Senegal and Ghana but also to France and United-Kingdom. In 

the English case, major cities such as Liverpool, Birmingham, Leeds, Manchester, 

Bristol or Manchester received African students, but an African music scene did not 

take shape. Some students would even visit friends in London in order to enjoy the 

musical nightlife (Okuda, 2016, p.102). On the other side of the Channel, Paris was 

surnamed as the “Mecca” for musicians from French-speaking countries (Collins, 

2000, p.5). 

 

Concerning the term of “music industry”, it derives from “cultural industry” 

originally introduced by Theodor Adorno in 1947 to denounce the passive 

consumption of music contrasting with the spirit elevation provided by classical music. 

In the 1980s, it became the starting point for “cultural industries” development. 

Politicians adopted a less pessimist vision and recognized the economic opportunities 

arising from less elitist cultural products.  

However, the term “music industry” sounds massive. Yet we can’t say that a 

well-established music production system really exists in Senegal and Ghana. Thus, 

“music economy” seems more flexible and plural. It emphasizes the multiplicity of 

actors in the musical field, whether it be governments, companies, musicians, or even 

international agencies. Besides, the notion “music industry” immediately suggests 

mass-production, -reproduction and -circulation whereas music economy seems more 

appropriate to include musical performances for instance. For all these reasons, I will 

use both terms in my thesis depending on which aspect of the music economy I 

mention. 

                                                 
3 Nonetheless, in the Ghanaian case, the spread of music performances (through concert 

parties notably) to the rural areas of the country was significant in the music economy 

massification. 
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2. Case Selection 
 
2-1.  Colonization as a common History, but divergence in colonial 

administration rule 

 

Both Ghana and Senegal were marked by colonization, but they experienced 

different administration systems. During the colonial period, the British West African 

territories were administered as political and economic units entirely separated from 

Britain. This “indirect” administration rule relied on the traditional authorities to rule 

the territory and then preserved the traditional African political structure. Then, 

British colonial authorities justified the policies they implemented within colonies 

because they would both benefit economically to British and let natives to evolve in 

accordance with their customs (Lugard, 1922, p.250). Due to the indirect rule, the 

British colonial authorities neglected education whose provision was left to 

missionary organizations, which pioneered English education. Considering Ghanaian 

customs and traditions as barbaric, they had a big influence on Ghanaian culture. In 

this way, the British indirect rule can be shaded. But gradually, both missionary 

societies and the government changed and accepted the cultural re-awakening 

occurring throughout the territory.  

By contrast, French colonial regime was characterised by the “direct rule”, 

meaning that colonial authorities were not relying on traditional powers and 

implemented an “assimilation policy”. French government wanted to politically and 

culturally integrate colonial peoples with metropolitan France and were prone to break 

up the values, hierarchies or customs conflicting with French republican values. 

Senegal was the territory in which this theory was followed the most. As a proof of 

that, Blaise Diagne, first black deputy of Senegal, surprised the French deputies and 

made a law granting the French nationality to the Senegalese from the quatre 

communes of Saint-Louis, Gorée, Rufisque and Dakar pass in 1916. However, the 

direct rule slowly eroded into a more indirect rule as urban locals managed to take 
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advantage of their rights to assert their difference. The quatre communes inhabitants 

strategically employed the ideology of the Republic to defend their rights to practice 

Islam, follow customary laws, speak indigenous languages, and form black political 

parties.  

However, African leaders of French colonies were constantly being reminded 

of – and some of them subscribed to – “the idea of the unity and integrity of Greater 

France” (Crowder, 1965, p.40). To illustrate that, we can stress that during 

colonisation, Léopold Sédar Senghor – who later became the first president of 

independent Senegal – was elected deputy at the National Assembly and occupied 

ministerial functions within the French governments of the 4th Republic. In other 

words, the French colonization was not only economic or political but had also a 

cultural component and Senghor’s profound affection for French language and 

universalist ideas shows what kind of influence might have impacted the musical 

economy. 

2-2.  Musical prestige, but unequal success on the global stage 

Senegal and Ghana are both internationally known for their national distinct 

music style. In the beginning of the 20th century, highlife led to a music performance 

boom in Ghana and became one of the most popular music genres throughout West 

Africa. Highlife dance bands were usually playing in elitist clubs and featuring rhythm 

section, guitar, bass, horns and occasionally piano. Other streams of highlife 

developed to entertain the rest of the population, in rural and urbans areas (see the 

three streams of highlife, p.16-17). The fact that Ghana was the first West African 

country to have a records production chain on its territory by the 1970s boosted 

highlife popularity since it became exportable (Collins, 2000, p.9). The distribution 

of highlife records in West and Central Africa as well as in Europe supported Ghana’s 

music popularity. In Senegal, as African instruments and elements infused modern 

music, musical pioneers – notably Thione Seck, Omar Pène and Youssou Ndour later 
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nicknamed the “mbalax king” - invented mbalax. This style is a fusion of Western 

popular music, black diasporic styles such as jazz and soul and Afropop like 

Congolese rumba blended with sabar rhythms.  

A stark difference between those two music styles is that the most famous 

Senegalese artists succeeded in global markets4. Youssou Ndour’s carreer is a telling 

example of how an African musician can benefit from the rising global interest in 

African music since the 1980s. By adapting his music to international audience, 

Youssou Ndour managed to sale records all over the world. In France especially, he 

frequently organizes massive concerts for the African diaspora. He worked with 

numerous world-class stars and received diverse prizes such as a Grammy Award for 

his album Egypt crowned best world music record and got two golden records5. He is 

also a successful businessman who helped to structure Senegalese music industry: he 

constructed a recording studio and a nightclub, and he turned his attention to the media 

by creating a press group. Even if only a few musicians succeeded on the global stage, 

the economic spinoffs of such success in the local music industry is tangible. To 

consider the development of a music industry, we can then consider the emergence a 

distinct national style which fostered the music economy development (audience, 

venues, bands, advertisement strategies, music exports via records) and the success of 

world music artists in reaching global audiences. 

2-3. Two “comparable” countries 

 

                                                 
4 According to the top-3 of the annual World Music Charts Europe (WMCE) – established by 

word music professionals and critics – for the period 1991-2015, Senegalese artists made up 

9,3% of podium charts (second nationality after Mali) and 12% of the annual first chart on the 

podium (also second nationality after Mali). This data is obviously questionable since the 

WMCE is made according to experts rather than sales and considers only the European market. 

But the fact that Ghana is not even in a podium during the period confirms Collins assertion 

that Ghanaian music is “unexportable” (2000, p.2). Data can be found at WMCE website: 

https://www.wmce.de/25_Years-317.html 
5 Before July, 2009, a gold disc was granted when an artist had sold 100,000 records in France. 

After this date, it was lowered to 50,000. 

https://www.wmce.de/25_Years-317.html
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There is no doubt that other African countries with musical specificities were 

worth a study. For instance, South Africa is unquestionably the richest African 

country in terms of musical creation. The abundant academic research on South 

African music provides evidence of this cultural wealth. However, the choice of 

Senegal and Ghana was also determined according to the size of the potential market 

and the purchase power of the population. Indeed, those factors certainly nurture a 

local music industry because musical commodities and activities are considered as a 

luxury product, for which consumers demand is elastic. Thus, I considered Senegal 

and Ghana as “comparable” because of their similar population rate and gross 

domestic product per capita trends. 

Table 1. Evolution of Ghanaian and 

Senegalese GDP per capita, 1960-2017 

(constant 2011 USD) 

Table 2. Demographic evolution in Accra 

and Dakar, 1960-2015 

  
Source: United Nations, World 

Urbanization Prospects 

Source: World Bank, International 

Comparison Program database 
 
2-4. Colonial legacies selection 

 

I selected some relevant colonial legacies to the music industry development 

based on the secondary sources I found during my preliminary research. One of the 

most obvious colonial legacies is the legislation concerning intellectual property right. 

This legislation was accepted during the colonial period, and even today, the 

institutions implementing recent legislation such as the United Nations or the World 

Trade Organization (WTO) do not effectively include the Southern countries in 
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negotiations. Since both Senegal and Ghana face a fierce piracy problem, international 

organizations advocate for a better intellectual rights protection system to provide a 

basis for the music industry development. Then, we can follow Christiaan De 

Beukalaer’s reasoning and wonder if this legal system is adapted to African music 

contents and practices. 

Linguistic choices had a significant role during decolonization of 

entertainment leisure and the emergence of a distinct music style in both Ghana and 

Senegal. Today, if French is still used in the Senegalese administration, Wolof is by 

far the most commonly spoken language in Senegal. In comparison, many vernacular 

languages are used throughout Ghanaian territory, but English is the only official 

language.  We can explore the consequences of the colonial language legacy for the 

music industry in terms of potential audience, business network or diaspora location. 

After independence, Nkrumah put distance between the newly-formed state 

and its ex-colonial power. In parallel, Ghana was the first country of West Africa to 

achieve “musical independence” and have a record production chain on its territory. 

In contrast, Senegal remained fiercely tied to France after the colonial period. 

Senegalese artists kept going to record their songs in Paris for a long time. Thus, the 

remaining ties with the ex-colonial country can be questioned as a positive factor for 

local music industry development. 

 

3. Chronological Frame 
 

Studies of the music industry usually focus on the vision of popular music as 

a commodity. It led to the widespread belief that the music industry was born at the 

same time as popular music in the US during the 1950s. However, this is in the late 

nineteenth century that new technologies of sound recording emerged and that music 

objectification began. By 1900, the phonograph and its successor, the gramophone, 

became the first mass-recording devices and media for the dissemination of music. In 
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order to foster the adoption of this new technology, the record companies recorded 

local music from all over the world and distributed it “translocally”. Thus, the 1920s, 

records had been made in almost every country, including West Africa6, that is why I 

chose this decade for my research project. 

 

Three main periods of music economy development 

Before independence, colonial authorities could have a direct impact on the 

music industry, through restrictive legislation of financial support for instance. But 

more generally, the capitalist system and the following social change in African 

societies were also determinant in the structuration of a music economy. Indeed, the 

emergence of an educated audience for modern music performances and the 

massification of the demand for entertainment led to the multiplication of venues and 

the professionalization of musicians. At last, the American presence on both Ghanaian 

and Senegalese territory or the experience of African student in Europe are 

cosmopolite factors which strongly influenced the music economy evolution. 

The aftermath of independence was marked by a return of citizens in the 

homeland to build the nation and the implementation of a political vision offered by 

a charismatic figure: Nkrumah in Ghana, Senghor in Senegal. Both encouraged the 

population to rediscover its “Africaness”. While Senghor aspired to a balance between 

African roots and Western aesthetics, Nkrumah focused on the construction of a Pan-

African identity. What is certain is that both intended to use music as a political or 

diplomatic tool. To what extent their cultural policies were influenced by the prior 

colonization period? And did they permit the development of music production and 

performance?  

                                                 
6 The African record industry was quite shy until the late 1920s when United Africa Company 

became their distributor and contributed to the expansion of sales throughout West Africa. As 

an illustration, His Master’s Voice (H.M.V.) and Zonophone Records sold 181,484 records in 

West Africa in 1930. And between 1930 and 1933, all the records companies sold close to 

800,000 records for a total sale value of £70,000. 
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Increasingly facing globalized phenomena, both countries’ economy 

plummeted in the late 1970s. This period is also marked by structural adjustments 

projects led by World Bank which hinder the contribution of the State to music 

industry development. Then, technological innovations – like the cassette boom and 

home studios – changed the local music economy structure and fostered rap and hip-

hop emergence. Paradoxically, the Western audience search of “authentic” music 

permitted African musicians to meet international success by adapting to their tastes. 

Are colonial legacies favouring countries rather than others in this profitable niche?  

 

4. Method and Sources 
 

This thesis project would have required to bring together a variety of material 

from Ghana, Senegal, United Kingdom and France. According to the detailed 

methodology of dissertations I read about Senegalese and Ghanaian music, relevant 

documents could have been found in administrative and cultural archives: Public 

Records and Archives Administration Division in Accra, the Black Cultural Archive 

in London or the Senegal National Archives in Dakar. And interviews of musicians, 

music producers and people who experienced the results of the musical economy 

(musical performances or recorded music) could have supplement the primary sources 

to draw a thorough understanding of the history of music industry. Given insufficient 

time and financial constraint, my primary resources research has been limited to the 

UNESCO Archives in Paris.  

Thus, my work first consisted in searching and reviewing all literature specifically 

on music industry development in Ghana and Senegal. I formulated search strings and 

used academic databases and snowballing to find relevant documentation. Then I 

extracted information about the music economy in the various secondary sources 

treating musical movements from anthropological, ethnomusicological or 

sociological point of view. Indeed, artists biographies, music content evolutions and 
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social changes at a national level can say a lot about the structure of the music industry. 

Through these works, I had a partial access to relevant primary sources (such as 

official documents or correspondence) and interviews of music industry actors. 

I also carried a research of articles in local periodicals at the Newspaper 

Department of the Berlin State Library. Depending on the available issues, I collected 

more than twenty published articles in three different newspapers: 

- 14 articles published in Wal Fadjri between June, 1996 and March, 1998 

- 4 articles published in Le Soleil between March, 1991 and April, 1991 

- 5 articles published in Ghanian Times between January, 1965 and November, 

1966 

I used these articles to check the facts I collected in secondary sources and illustrate 

the music industry evolution. Le Soleil is a Senegalese state-owned newspaper which 

was created in 1970. Still close to the government, it faces now the private press 

competition. In this respect, Wal Fadjri is a Senegalese independent monthly 

magazine which was established in 1984 and became a daily newspaper in 1993. It is 

specialized in politics and societal phenomena - I could find an article related to music 

almost in every issue. Finally, the Ghanaian Times is a government-owned daily 

newspaper published in Accra. It was created in 1957 by the first President of Ghana, 

Dr. Kwame Nkrumah in 1957, as a printing press for The Convention People's Party 

(formerly known as the Guinea Press Limited). This is after his overthrow in 1966 

that The Guinea Press was taken over as a state property. Thus, we have to have in 

mind that these articles represent a point of view approved by the State. 
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Chapter IV. The Ghanaian Case 
 

1. The emergence of highlife and the structuration of a 

music production and performance ecosystem, 1915 - 

1957 
 

During the colonization era, the British applied the indirect rule and kept 

relying on the importance of traditional authorities in the society structure. But 

paradoxically, before the 1910s, a migration phenomenon toward urban centres was 

already undergoing. Since Ghanaian cities housed the offices of colonial authorities 

and served as depot for soldiers and police, British and West Indians were present in 

the urban landscape. Thus, young local people away from the familial pressure would 

settle in the cities alongside the Coast and these interwoven influences led to musical 

innovations. As the number of local urban residents having access to Western 

instruments increased, they started to experiment local rather than foreign rhythms 

and aesthetics.  

Musicians used to spontaneously gather in the public space, and once they 

were enough, they started mixing drums, military tunes and local rhythmic elements 

for an undetermined time. Young people were gathering in front of the newly formed 

band and combined local dance styles, European ballroom steps and improvised 

movements. This first musical movement, originally created in the 1880s by Fante 

musicians trained in the British colonial regimental bands of Cape Town, was called 

adaha, meaning “dance here”7. Soon, wealthy men bought Western instruments to 

administer and benefit from these new musical performances. But adaha was losing 

its spontaneous appeal. Then musicians started using cheaper instruments (local 

drums and percussive instruments but also instruments used by the sailors in West 

African ports like guitar, accordion or harmonica) to escape this patron-client model. 

                                                 
7 The first separatist African churches played an important role in the emergence of “proto-

highlife” because they initiated the use of vernacular languages in music in the 1980s.  
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Concerned by these gatherings of young people, the British government passed a 

series of regulations to regulate adaha and other so-called “proto-highlife” music 

styles. But to the great displeasure of the colonial authorities as well as the elders, new 

styles of music not contained in the law was already emerging. It is in this creative 

environment, also characterized by social tensions, that highlife emerged in the 1920s.  

We can identify three streams of highlife (Collins, 1985, p.2). Brass band 

highlife was based on instruments and styles played by European marching bands and 

fife ensembles. By the 1920s, many urban communities had their own brass bands 

creating music combining local and foreign elements. The second style, called “palm 

wine music”, was created by urban wage laborers, sailors and docklands in the 1910s. 

Musicians used the guitar, banjo, accordion along local percussions to entertain the 

audience. The most prominent guitar band of this generation is the Kumasi Trio which 

recorded many recordings for Western recording companies. In the 1930s, these guitar 

bands started including comedic skits and gave birth in the 1950s to the concert party 

theatre. At last, the dance band highlife was based on the same model as European 

orchestras with a large number of instruments and played ball-room music, ragtime 

and local rhythms. I will focus in this chapter on the third style because this is the one 

which marked the emergence of the music venues. 

Why did this style override colonial censorship and become a national pride 

compared to the previous ones? Why did it turn Ghanaian music economy into the 

most successful of West Africa in the 1960s? The first section puts forward the 

economic and social factors which generated a middle-class in search of leisure 

activities and able to obtain the colonial authorities’ favours to initiate their own 

“highlife” performances at the same time. The second section focuses on the 

massification of commercialized musical activities in response to a rising demand, 

while also highlighting the impact of British and American soldiers’ presence. And I 



 25 

dedicated the last section to the recording industry which contributed to make Accra 

one the cultural centre of West Africa in the 1970s. 

 

1-1. The emergence of a middle-class and leisure activities in urban Ghana 

The first section puts forward the economic and social factors which 

generated a middle-class in search of leisure activities and able to obtain the colonial 

authorities’ favours to initiate their own “highlife” performances at the same time. 

Indeed, the expansion of the capitalist economy led to the emergence of a middle-

class audience in demand for musical activities. A first major factor of this emerging 

economy is the rural exodus towards the coastal cities: from 1920 to 1960, the 

percentage of Africans living in cities raised from 4,8 percent to 14,2 percent. Usually 

migrants made their way to the biggest cities like Accra, Kumasi or Sekondi-Takoradi. 

Migration flows were also heading for smaller towns such as Tarkwa, Obuasi or Cape 

Coast. But Accra, the capital city of the colonial Gold Coast, soon became the centre 

of the colonial economy. In the early twenties, the city was linked by railroads to 

Kumasi and to Ouagadougou by road. Accra witnessed a particularly fierce 

demographic growth from 1920 to 1960: its population grew up from 38,049 to 

337,828 residents (Plageman, 2013, p.3)8. 

Furthermore, the capitalist economy entailed the introduction of wage labour. 

The new purchasing power of urban workers caused a new demand for leisure 

activities and social gathering. Indeed, urban workers experienced “the struggle of the 

city” as Copland described the intensity of the new urban way of life. The urban 

                                                 
8 Plageman gathered information about Ghanaian demographic evolution from: The African 

City: A History  from Bill Freund (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007); “Urban 

Africa: Histories in the Making,”, the chapter written by David M. Anderson and Richard 

Rathbone in Africa’s Urban Past, edited by David M. Anderson and Richard Rathbone 

(Portsmouth: Heinemann, 2000); Ghana, 1960 Population Census of Ghana, vol. 3: 

Demographic Characteristics (Accra: Census Office, 1964). To give insight about other cities, 

Sekondi population went from 4,091 in 1901 to 16,953 in 1931 – according to a population 

census realized this year. And due to gold mine activities, Obuasi rose from a village to 7,877 

in 1931. (Akyeampong, 1997, pp.101-102). 
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capitalist production model also benefited to women who seized means to gain some 

degree of autonomy. In an urban environment populated by mostly male workers 

away from their family, women were given a special place in the wage labour structure. 

They could notably embrace accumulation and become financially independent by 

selling cooked foods, alcohols or sex (Akyeampong, 1996, p.48). This gain in 

independence also permitted to foster mixed entertainment activities like dance balls. 

Lastly, this migration paradoxically cut the young off the familial pressure 

and the traditional authorities. A telling example is the working-class drinking bars in 

which acoustic guitar stroke a balance between the rural lute player and the dance 

band performing for elites. A main difference compared to palm wine bars in rural 

areas was that urban workers were gathering regardless of their ethnicity, age, and 

gender. Now financially independent, the young could spend their money and time as 

they wanted, access property and elevate their social rank without the help of the 

family – but through education, work or social connections.  

Due to these reasons, the coastal educated elite experienced tensions with the 

elders during the 1910s and used the organization of musical performances in social 

clubs as a way to get closer to the colonial authorities. Indeed, these young men were 

the product of the missionary schools sponsored in the 1840s and the schools created 

by the British government from the late XIXe century. They had learnt English and 

other European languages, converted to Christianity and assimilated capitalist values 

engendered by the British administration. Generally, they remained separated from 

their families after their studies and worked as salaried men – clerks, accountants, 

teachers, bureaucracy workers. They soon formed a new social group, called 

akrakyefoc. And the overreliance on traditional chiefs finally became a problem for 

this educated elite which occupied intermediary positions in the administration 

without being recognized by the elders. Furthermore, they prospectively perceived a 

potential position for themselves in the emerging legislative councils. As they 
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accumulated and discovered material affluence, they started embracing consumption 

patterns which paved the way for the rise of spendings in cultural activities.  

Indeed, the akrakyefoc created elitist social clubs to separate themselves from 

their elders and get closer from the colonial authorities9. They sponsored ball dance 

events on Saturday nights. During this private recreational events, young people 

observing strict rules of etiquette would perform couple dances on highlife music. 

Women had to be invited to participate to the events. This is precisely the elitist and 

excluding character of balls which inspired the “highlife” term in the twenties, as a 

musician recalls:  

Highlife started as a catch-name for the indigenous songs played at these 

clubs by such early bands as the Jazz Kings, the Cape Coast Sugar Babies, 

the Sekondi Nanshamang, and later the Accra Orchestra. The people 

outside called it “highlife” as they did not reach the class of couples 

going inside, who not only had to pay a, then, relatively high entrance 

fee of 7s. 6d., but also had to wear full evening dress including top-hats.” 

(Collins, 1992, p.21) 

Twenty years after the creation of the first club in 1915, ball dance was part of the 

middle-class popular culture and there were over fifty clubs spread within the colony’s 

major towns. 

Because they created clubs like the ones only for British colonials, we can 

examine how the latter contributed to the formation of an officially-recognized music 

economy. If ball dance was considered as a waste of money by most officials, Sir 

Gordon Guggisberd who served as the Governor of the Gold Coast from 1919 to 1927 

addressed social clubs’ financial and logistic issues. His main objective was to 

                                                 
9 Joseph William de Graft-Johnson, school master from Cape Coast, asked in a letter from 

January 1916 to a commissioner of the Central Province to “raise a public subscription” for a 

group of educated and reputable citizens from his city who wanted a form a music band 

Plageman (2013, p.68). The band structure would be the same as a European orchestra and 

play classical and ballroom songs. In brief, it would be “a good and properly organized band” 

and a “source of pleasure and education”. The words Graft-Johnson used reveals that the band 

matches the colonial expectations of a musical band. 
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improve his relations with the akrakyefoɔ in order to carry his project of state low-

level bureaucracy “Africanization” - more than develop an artistic sphere among 

locals. One of the most privileged organization was the Sekondi’s Optimist Club. In 

1923, the government rented a land to the club for the symbolic nominal rent of a 

shilling per year. A few years later, the state gave money for the construction of a new 

clubhouse (Plageman, 2013, p.85)10. Then, the colonial authorities decided to create 

music bands within public bodies to promote and boost their cultural vision in various 

ways. For instance, the Gold Coast Regimental Band to London’s Royal Military 

School of Music where they received training in technique, composition and various 

musical styles. The government in Accra purchased a full set of brass band 

instruments in order to form a Gold Coast Police Band. During the 1920s and the 

1930s, these bands gave free concerts in public spaces and schools, broadcasted live 

performances on radio, and carried out extensive tours throughout the colony. In fact, 

this initiative interested mainly akrakyefoɔ and failed to spread a cultural vision in 

other social classes. But it enhanced the emergence of qualified musicians.  

In the thirties, there was a large number of well-known orchestras such as the 

Jazz Kings, and the Accra Rhythmic Orchestra in Accra, the Winneba Orchestra in 

Winneba (see Figure 1), the Optimism Club Orchestra in Sekondi-Takoradi or the 

Professor Graves’ Orchestra in Cape Coast. They were not professional musicians, 

but it was not synonymous of amateurism. Because they were usually part of the social 

clubs they played for, they were seeking reputation among their peers, they were 

valuing the ability to read a music sheet, musical skills and a strict dress code during 

performances. 

                                                 
10 Plageman found this information from documents at the PRAAD-Sekondi in Ghana. 
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Figure 1. The Winneba Orchestra, 1920 

Source: Bookor African Popular Music Archives Foundation 

(Plageman, 2013, p.82) 

 

1-2. The massification of balls 

As social clubs became more established and reputable, more and more 

people wanted to live this “high life” and attend balls. It led to a massification and a 

commercialization of dance events and to the music’s blooming popularity in the 

middle-class popular culture. A first step of the massification of ball dances organized 

by social clubs occurred during the Great Depression. While most of the Ghanaian 

workers experienced economic hard times11, the akrakyefoɔ’s real wages and salaries 

exacerbated their level of wealth compared to the rest of the population. Social clubs 

continued to prosper, the membership rolls kept growing and the economic downturn 

period gave birth to the expression “ɔɔkɔ ball”, a sentence used to spotlight the person 

who patronized the music of the ball.  

However, this rising demand was challenging clubs’ financial viability. 

Indeed, ball dances represented a lot of cost: clubs had now to pay a band, hire 

bartenders and servers, prepare refreshments, print out invitations and programs, pay 

for the police protection and foot a significant electricity bill to keep the light in the 

                                                 
11 Between 1927 and 1930, the cocoa prices dropped over 30 percent (Plageman, 2013, p.89) 
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club until the early hours12. Before, the refreshments sales and the membership fees 

were sufficient. But in order to hold more regularly ball dances and welcome the 

growing audience, clubs started selling tickets. To keep the strict etiquette on the 

dance floor, three types of tickets were sold. The first-class tickets were for clubs’ 

members and their invited lady and guests: they had the best located seats, i.e. with 

an open access to the dance floor and the bar. Because these tickets were expensive 

and in limited supply, second-class tickets offered seats further from the dance area. 

And spectators could stand up and watch the dancers from a dedicated space with the 

least expensive tickets. The tickets sales quickly became the main source of clubs’ 

revenues and a key component for balls planning. That is why the ticket system went 

hand to hand with promotional actions:  in the weeks before a dance, a club would 

print and put up posters as well as issue announcements in newspapers to promote the 

event’s program – the staged band, the master of ceremony and the special guests – 

and provide the basic information – location, starting time and admission price. 

The second step of this massification phenomenon began with the 

diversification of venues where Ghanaians could dance. In Accra, the first spots 

exclusively dedicated to entertainment were cinema halls. This is the Palladium 

cinema hall, founded in the early 1920s, which pioneering shift in its activities.  

                                                 
12 Plageman (2013, p.90) based his work on the dances budgets of The Optimist Club, which 

were well compiled, and stored in the PRAAD-Sekondi. 
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Figure 2. The Accra Palladium, 1945 

Source: Bookor African Popular Music Archives Foundation 

(Plageman, 2013, p.96) 

 

In 1924, the venue started offering various entertainment, ranging from movies and 

theatrical concerts to various music styles and dances. In the 1930s, the other venues 

followed the Palladium’s economic model. Soon, Ghanaian could access a dance floor 

for the same price as a spectator ticket in a ball dance, like in Tommy’s Club in Accra. 

If the dancehall and bar also hired recognized music bands, organized dance 

competition and demonstrations, and maintained the etiquette, a unique admission rate 

gave access to the dance area. 

In parallel to the expansion of ball dance, the presence of British and 

American soldiers in Ghana resulted in the burgeoning of night-spots favouring 

alcohol consumption regardless of the etiquette. When thousands of American troops 

stationed in Ghanaian cities after Pearl Harbour, these servicemen brought their 

favourite dance music – swing and jazz – and a big impact on local popular music. 

Foreign soldiers formed swing bands with musically literate Ghanaians coming from 

dance orchestras in order to entertain this new audience. As a result, numerous music 

venues with America-inspired names featuring swing music popped up such as the 
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Weekend-in-Havana, Metropole, and Kit-Kat. As The Tempos member E. T. Mensah 

explained, venues densification was so important “that in any small corner there was 

a kiosk selling beer. They (the Americans) didn’t mind sitting down and talking and 

listening to jazz and swing all night.” (Collins, 2017, p.180) Indeed, the etiquette was 

outdated, and troops presence boosted prostitution in cities.  After the war, the foreign 

servicemen left and only a few swing bands outlasted. For instance, E.T. Mensah took 

the lead of The Tempos and created a successful blend of highlife music and swing 

music as well as Afro-Cuban and calypso music. However, the formation of bands 

reduced permanently, and American names remained trendy and were given to the 

new venues (such as the Hawaii, California, Kalamazoo or Miami) for the exploding 

urban populations.  

A last way of expansion of the music economy was the concert party. Indeed, 

after the Second World War, the posh coastal vaudeville concert derived in a less 

educated version for rural areas. They started touring in rural areas, spreading the 

entertainment where farmers had acquired a purchasing power thanks to colonial 

exploitation. Highlife bands, usually guitar bands of variable size, were hired or 

merged with actors to animate these comic theatre plays. In a minibus equipped of 

portable amplifier and decorated with a poster promoting the show, they were 

covering the whole country. In the 1950s, the Jaguar Jokers were making up to eight 

“treks” of three weeks in a year: moving to another town or village each night, they 

performed in the most suitable place they could find – a cinema hall, a private club or 

a place with a stage in the courtyard. 
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Figure 3. The Jaguar Joker's minibus for touring in rural areas 

Source: Collins, 1985, p.30 

1-3. The broadcasting industry boom in the 1950s 

Finally, the recording and broadcasting industry boom also contributed to turn 

Accra into one the cultural centre of West Africa. From the very beginning of the 

African recording industry, songs in vernacular language were added to Western 

companies’ catalogue. For instance, Zonophone early “3000” series included Yoruba 

and Ewe – which are ethnic groups in Gold Coast – hymns and the first record of EZ 

series was a Dagomba13 Highlife song performed by a Fanti group. Progressively, 

highlife became globally exportable as more Western companies such as Odeon, 

HMV or Columbia, decided to seize the Gold Coast market and establish branch 

offices in Accra. Wartime restrictions on plastic limited records production, but after 

their lifting, new Western-owned and operated companies, including American 

Warner Brothers, Dutch Phillips, and British EMI, expanded their interests in the Gold 

Coast (Salm, 2003, p.140-141). Imported records of jazz and swing could be found in 

department stores. Furthermore, small indigenous records labels and record shops 

emerged whereas records sellers in the streets intensified the competition. Musicians 

could record for both foreign-owned and local companies, contributing to the spread 

                                                 
13 The Dagombas are an ethnic group located in northern Ghana. And the Fantis are a part of 

the Akan ethnic group and live mostly in Ghana. 
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of the national popular music. Even if they received money for the recording session 

and not royalties, it represented a significant new source of income14. 

But what makes the specificity of Gold Coast recording industry is that it 

became the first country of West Africa to have an entire record production chain. 

Usually, the major trading companies had agreements with foreign companies which 

pressed abroad recordings made in local recording studios and brought them back in 

the national market. In 1947, Decca - which was the most important label in the region 

– opened a first permanent recording studio and a record plant pressing 50,000 records 

a year (Waterman, 1990, p.90). By the 1970s, the country had four recording studios 

and two record pressing plants producing more than half a million singles and 100,000 

albums per year (Collins, 2000, p.9). 

Much of the recorded music was popular music since it was more fashionable 

among the elite and the youth, the biggest consumers of records. Thus, even if records 

were played in shops and meeting places, it was still a luxury goods that only a part 

of the urban population could afford. However, radio was capable of reaching more 

people faster than any other means and played a major role in the development and 

spread of popular music in Accra in the 1950s. 

 If BBC opened a first radio service in 1935 under the code-name Station ZOY, 

radio receivers were expensive and dependent on electricity at that time. Only 

Europeans and African elites could afford them, and many of the latter were not likely 

to do so because the programming was designed to disseminate Allied propaganda 

and more generally European interests. After the war, Radio ZOY became part of the 

Gold Coast Broadcasting System. When the British introduced following the 

“wireless” transmission, Gold Coast radio infrastructure improved, especially with the 

                                                 
14 According to J.H. Nketia, “The Gramophone and Contemporary African Music in the Gold 

Coast,” Proceedings of the West African Institute of Social and Economic Research, Fourth 

Annual Conference, Ibadan (1956), 197. “An artist who had gained popularity playing live 

received up to ten pounds for a single track” 
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installation of new radio transmitters in urban areas. The decreasing price in transistor 

radios - massively imported by private firms - combined with technological 

innovations also broadened the listeners base. Indeed, these smaller and battery-

equipped receivers would cost between six and nine pounds in the mid-1950s. As a 

result, the estimated audience for the broadcasting service went from 45,000 listeners 

in 1951 to one million in 1960 (Salm, 2003, p.129-130). 

 

 To conclude, E.T. Mensah recalls some stereotypes represented in concert 

parties within rural areas. One of the typical characters was the “high time” girl who 

left her village to experience the excitements of the city life15. We can say that she 

justly embodies the importance of the urban musical emulation during this period. A 

complete music economy emerged: music bands were recording for various 

companies and playing in many venues. Educated elite as well as industrial workers 

could find a place where to dance and socialize. Progressively, music bands touring 

spread musical entertainment, especially concert parties, to rural areas.  

 

2. The political ups and downs of the music industry in an 

emerging nation, 1957 – early 1970s  
 

The economic and social development of the Gold Coast has been put forward 

in the first chapter. The exploitation of colony’s resources such as cocoa or gold 

internally financed the development of infrastructures and social services throughout 

the territory. In 1950, 43.6 per cent of the school-age children in the Gold Coast colony 

were attending school. And by the end of the Second World War, it was considered 

as the richest and most educated West African colony. This is in this educated 

environment that elite, frustrated by their limited political mobility, raised demand of 

                                                 
15 E.T. Mensah in an interview for Collins retranscripted in Musicmakers of West Africa 

(1985, p.30) 
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self-governance. To ensure their relationship with Ghana in the future, the British 

agreed to begin training people to take over positions in the civil service. The colony 

administration progressively Africanized, and Ghanaians managed to gain political 

power over the governor and his officials.   

The return of ex-servicemen accelerated the gradual development of a strong 

spirit of nationalism which was to result eventually in independence. More than forty 

thousand Ghanaians came back after their military service abroad seeking 

employment and expecting changes. Tensions in the early post-war urban 

environment culminated in the 1948 riots that followed the shooting of Ghanaian ex-

servicemen near Christiansborg Castle (Collins, 2007, p.21; Israel, 1992, p.321). 

Nkrumah and the Convention People’s Party (CPP) took advantage of the frustrated 

youth lacking economic opportunities in cities, whether part of the elite or the 

underclasses, to pressure the colonial authorities to shift power to Ghanaians. 

Indeed, colonial officials had facilitated the creation of a legislative council 

as part of the gradual movement of British policy toward self-government in the 

colonized regions in 1946. This council was comprised of representatives from the 

colony and from the Asante region. A political party called the United Gold Coast 

Convention (UGCC) was created the same year and aimed to claim self-government 

as soon as possible. Kwame Nkrumah was offered to become general secretary of this 

political party, but he decided to dissociate from the UGCC and form his own part, 

the CPP. It would have the youth association and the Asante dropouts as a support 

basis (Hess, 2001, p.61). 

Nkrumah used music performances to foster nationalist movements. He 

received a large support from all types of popular bands. Between 1951 and 1957, 

E.K. Nyame’s guitar band released 40 highlife songs in support of Nkrumah on 

records. Popular band’s music became more and more indigenized, as if they were 
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trying to get rid of “colonial ideology and British mind”16 . More urbanized and 

sophisticated groups like E.T. Mensah’s Tempos band also played at CPP rallies and 

released songs in favour of Nkrumah as well. Their genius use of Western instruments 

to play African songs became the sound-symbol of the early independence era. 

On March 6, 1957, with Kwame Nkrumah as Prime Minister and leader of the 

national independence movement, Ghana obtained its national independence from the 

British colonial regime. In 1960, Ghanaians approved a new constitution and he 

became the first Black African elected president of Ghana. Once in office, Nkrumah 

implemented rigorous program of African socialism that would inculcate Ghanaians 

into a national structure of racial self-determination. Cultural arts were used to 

galvanize the public around an African socialist agenda based on swift development. 

Cultural performance would inspire Ghanaians with a past that could sustain their 

present and carry them into the future. But his appreciation of the active role of 

highlife dance bands in Ghana’s struggle for independence is surely one of the reasons 

why Nkrumah gave importance to popular performance in his cultural program. 

Between political appropriation and further economic development of the music scene, 

the Ghanaian music industry reached its golden age in the 1960s but the military coup 

in 1966 and the oil crisis in the 1970s marked the decline of the entertainment 

economy in Ghana. 

The first section examines the government authorities’ efforts to appropriate 

and control highlife phenomenon and its impacts on the music ecosystem. By 

fostering popular music, the nightlife scene diversified. The second section 

emphasizes the impact of Nkrumah’s call to nation-building after the independence 

on the local music economy: many educated Ghanaians and diaspora members came 

                                                 
16 Nyame’s words to justify why he indigenized the music of his Akan Trio concert party by 

performing purely in Akan and replacing ragtime by local highlife (Collis, 2007, p.22; 1985, 

p.22) 
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back to build the nation and it resulted in a musical aftermath. And the third section 

explores the impact of American influences on the music economy. 

2-1. Highlife as a national music: sponsoring and appropriation 

The first section focuses on the government’s pressure to develop indigenous 

styles of music to express nationalism. The government authorities’ efforts to foster 

the emergence of a homegrown highlife affected the music ecosystem 17 . First, 

Nkrumah set up numerous highlife state and parastatal bands and concert parties such 

as those of the Armed Forces, the Workers’ Brigade and the Farmer’s Council. It 

resulted in a significant increase in the number of  highlife and concert party bands. 

Between the 1950s and 1970s, there were at various times at least 140 dance bands 

and 220 concert parties operating in the country (Collins, 2009, p.28-29). It was a way 

to compensate the effects of social change on employment: the rapid rural exodus 

combined with the vast expansion of the education system in the 1950s had resulted 

in the outburst of urban and educated youth who could not find employment in modern 

sectors. Thus, the aforementioned state organizations had their own dance bands and 

hired unemployed people as musicians, actors or actresses (Collins, 1986, p.32-33). 

The aim of this Brigades was to provide work training to young men and women as 

much as to teach them the ideas of Nkrumah’s African Personality (Ahlman, 2012, 

p.99). The Builders Brigade history is a telling example of how the government could 

influence the local music production. Created in 1957, it grew quickly in popularity. 

While the band purpose was originally to perform at the Builder Brigade events, they 

ended up touring as professional musicians and recording politicized songs in studio 

(Plageman, 2013, p.157-158). 

To ensure the music production quality, Nkrumah notably established a 

training program for highlife practitioners. Scholarships were granted through the Arts 

                                                 
17 Popular music was on of the three pillars of his national performing arts policy (Collins, 

2007, p.26) 
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Council of Ghana18 to dance band artists to study music in Ghana or aboard. As an 

example, Teddy Osei from the London-based group Osibisa benefited from a training 

sponsored by the government at that time. Some highlife groups, like Broadway later 

called Uhuru, Lee’s Messenger and the Farmer’s Council Band, went to study music 

in London and followed three-month courses in traditional drumming and dancing. 

However, these scholarships targeted exclusively popular bands and did not go with 

a more general integration of popular music into music education. The study of music 

was still seen as the study of “the classics”. European classical and Ghanaian 

traditional music left little room to popular or diasporic music, which was already part 

of Ghanaian daily life (Okuda, 2016, p.167-168).  

Nonetheless, many dance bands were attracted by the economic prospect of 

creating a music fitting with Nkrumah’s vision. For instance, Stan Plange, an eminent 

member of the Broadway Band explained that the band took courses from the Arts 

Council in traditional Ghanaian music for the purpose of obtaining government 

contracts, a stable salary, and greater airtime on the radio as well as coverage in 

newspapers. The musician and businessman Haisal Helwani highlights the 

consequences of public band sponsoring in an interview in which he explained his 

deceptive experience as the Musical Director of the band Black Star Line:  

“After playing with private bands, I realized that the musicians in the 

government or corporation bands differed from the one in private groups. 

In government and corporation bands, the musicians know that at the end 

of every month, they will get their salary whatever comes. So they don’t 

care if they make mistakes or don’t learn their assignments properly. In 

the private groups, you know that if you don’t play well, or don’t get any 

engagements, at the end of the month you’ll be wondering where your 

salary is coming from. I tried to make changes in the bureaucracy of the 

                                                 
18 This council was set up by statute in 1959 and aimed at developing appreciation of all forms 

of arts and culture, with an emphasis on traditional arts. It was subsequently converted to the 

Ministry of Art and Culture in 1965 and reconstituted as corporate body after Nkrumah 

overthrown (UNESCO, 1975, p.42). 
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Black Star Line Band but some of the musicians had been there 12 or 15 

years, so in the end, I left” (Collins, 1985, chap.12). 

Figure 4. Professional Uhuru Dance Band during a 1963 performance 

Source: Plageman, 2013, p.202 

2-2. Nkrumah’s call to nation-building 

Nkrumah’s Pan-Africanism not only contributed to export highlife music 

throughout the world but initiated a growing interest in Ghana. As an example, the 

British artist Stevie Wonder performed in Ghana in numerous occasions, co-authored 

song lyrics with local artists and even expressed his wish to retire there in the 1970s 

(Jaji, 2014, p.161). If Ghana was not the first African nation to gain independence 

from Britain19, it was an undeniably important symbol of freedom for blacks across 

the globe. According to his Pan-African ideals, Nkrumah tried to build transnational 

relations with other African countries and with blacks in the diaspora. After the 

independence, he recruited people of African descent to advise him on economic 

development, infrastructure, legal and African affairs. As many Ghanaians and 

diaspora members came back to Ghana, it resulted in a musical aftermath. 

First, returnees particularly embraced the Pan-Africanism that Nkrumah 

promoted. They were attracted by the idea of taking advantages of their skills and 

                                                 
19 Egypt and Sudan preceded it respectively in 1936 and 1956. 
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experiences to re-discover their roots and participate to nation-building. As an 

example, the musician Guy Warren decided to open a music school to teach children 

how to play African music and instruments in Accra. It included a classroom, music 

library, and numerous African and jazz instruments. According to a newspaper article 

in The Ghanaian Times, Nkrumah’s image had been painted or pasted everywhere, 

including on the main school sign and inside each room. Warren explained in this 

same article that the aim of the Afrikan Music Academy “is to specialize in the study 

of African music and echo the AFRICAN PERSONALITY. Since my music is a by-

product of the Nkrumah Revolution: it is from this Revolution that is derives its 

strength, and so it is to this Revolution that it must contribute first and foremost.”20 

Spending his own money, Guy Warren claimed that he would turn the school over to 

the state upon completion (Okuda, 2016, p.198). Although it is unclear whether or not 

the school was finally nationalized, we can see how deep Guy Warren’s belief in 

Nkrumah’s agenda was. 

Furthermore, the training combined with the daily experience of those who 

studied and worked abroad was immensely valuable to nation building. Business 

contacts, friends, and families, as well as the challenges and frustrations experienced 

abroad permitted the returnees and Pan-Africanists to adjust what they had 

experienced to the Ghanaian context. For instance, when Nkrumah encouraged artists 

to form unions, E.T. Mensah and several other musicians took advantage of their 

experiences in the UK and the practices of the Musician’s Union of Great Britain to 

take the lead in the creation of Ghanaian Musicians’ Union in 1961. Their experience 

notably led them to limit membership to professional musicians who made their living 

only by playing music. Despite being disbanded after the first coup d’état, the union 

                                                 
20 “The Afrikan Music Academy: What Goes On There,” The Ghanaian Times (Jan 9, 1965). 

All capitalization appears in the text. 
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will re-emerge in 1974 under the name Musicians Union of Ghana (MUSIGA)21. 

Again, E.T. Mensah and Guy Warren played an active role in this process (Okuda, 

2016, p.202). Many returnees from the UK brought back an internationalist vision of 

culture and entertainment and used their knowledge of the music industry to 

contribute to the local scene. Of course, it led to innovations in music styles. Guy 

Warren’s contribution to local music was undoubtedly due to his time in London 

performing and working on a radio show for the BBC: he brought back instruments 

and drumming styles associated with Afro-Cubans which were enthusiastically 

integrated to highlife (Coester, 2008, p.138).  

Innovations also transformed the infrastructure of entertainment, including 

radio, television and performance spaces. One of the key people in the establishment 

of governmental cultural facilities was the Irish writer and editor Henry Swanzy. 

When he took over the GCBS in 1954, he developed a strategy to create an 

Africanized independent radio with adapted programs to Ghanaians tastes. Between 

the late 1950s and early 1960s, radio broadcasting gained greater prominence as new 

portable radio sets became affordable for urban Ghanaians. A modern broadcasting 

house was constructed in 1958 with notably music, drama, and talk studios, recording 

channels and a gramophone library containing about 35,000 discs (Okuda, 2016, 

p.156). Ultimately, the internationalist vision of returnees and people of African 

descent boosted the prestige of local popular music and they fostered a style that 

would be enjoyed by returning leaders, teachers, and doctors who wanted to continue 

their cosmopolitan lifestyle while also contributing to national infrastructure. 

 

                                                 
21 Two unions were created: the MUSIGA targeted urban dance bands whereas the Ghana 

National Entertainment Association catered guitar bands, stage musicians and concert parties’ 

actors. They had different status: the former could read music and were performing for urban 

audience, and the latter were mostly itinerant and performing for rural audiences or new rural 

migrants in towns. As a result, they were facing different challenges and needed different 

organisations (Collins, 1985, p.148). 
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2-3. Influence of American pop culture 

Ghanaian elites who had benefitted from colonialism and people who did not 

enjoy the privilege of spending time abroad tended to perceive the involvement and 

the cosmopolitanism of returning Ghanaians and Pan-Africanists as a threat. Indeed, 

they brought back tastes which were different from the elite who had ruled the Gold 

Coast alongside the British. The third section explores how youth turned to American 

pop culture in opposition to the older generation. But the new generation embraced 

this new ideas and musical influences. They created a market for hybridized and more 

diverse music and the artists enthusiastically supplied it. As aforementioned, the 

expansion of the educational system led many literate Ghanaians to drop-out of school 

because they could not find a job in modern sector.  

In opposition to the older generation they considered “too colo”, meaning 

colonial or out-of-date, they adopted the pop culture codes and norms (Collins, 2007, 

p.30, 1985, p.5). And while the former still embraced British cultural references, 

youth turned to the pop culture flowing out of the United States. “Congo jazz”, also 

called soukous, from Central Africa, rock ‘n’ roll or twist music in the late fifties 

notably became the musical expression of the emerging marginalized teenage vision 

of modernity. After the rock ‘n’ roll trend, soul music moved some youth further in 

the direction of Western music. This style became popular in Ghana during the late 

1960s, followed by fund, disco and reggae in the early 1970s. The soul fervour peaked 

in 1971 with the Soul to Soul concert in Accra: it was the first time that Ghanaians 

could attend a massive concert featuring black Americans artists visiting Ghana such 

as Tina Turner or Wilson Pickett – mostly for the first time. 
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Figure 5. Wilson Pickett on his knees, on stage in Accra, 1971 

Source: Yeebo, 2018 

The first Ghanaian pop band was the Avengers, formed in 1962. Faisal 

Helwani seized this opportunity and started organizing “pop chains” competitions at 

the Ligo night-club in 1964. As he recalls, “until then, every night there were the same 

monotonous dances with one band playing for six hours from nine to three in the 

morning. I wanted to introduce show business where there would be a competition” 

(Collins, 1985, p.126). In 1968, Faisal opened a night-club he called the Pagoda, and 

renamed the Napoleon a few years later. Instead of simply turning it in a discotheque, 

as so many night-clubs owners were doing, he took the initiative of setting up a 

resident band there which would specialize in a combination of African music and 

pop. He notably formed Basa-Basa, specialized in a combination of Rock and Bunzus 

concentrated on highlife. During 1974-1975, these two bands played almost every 

night at the Napoleon, Bunzu from 11pm-1am and Basa-Basa from 1am-3am. After 

this the club remained open as a discotheque until the early morning. As excepted, 

this club became the focus for night people and musicians from Ghana and abroad, 

and other night-clubs owners imitated him (Collins, 1985, p.127).  

The preservation of African cultural idioms and rituals, socialist 

independence from western imperialism and struggle for self-determination among 
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Black peoples over the world were at the core of his socialist agenda. The former 

manifested in the public sponsoring of highlife bands: by the mid-1970s, there were 

more than 200 bands operating in Ghana, hundreds of school student pop-bands, 

dozens of Afro-rock fusion bands, a large range of nightclubs programming bands 

(with at least 60 in Accra) as well as four recording studios and two pressing plants 

that produced hundreds of thousands of records a year (Collins, 2017, p.198). These 

figures are in accordance with Nkrumah's socialist idea that Africans should “assume 

the public ownership of the means of production”.22 Furthermore, Nkrumah’s Pan-

Africanist ideas led to a musical aftermath with the return of Ghanaians and diaspora 

members. The time and experiences of men and women who lived or performed 

abroad shaped various aspects of the entertainment industry, including musical 

influences, music venues, government policies on music or the national broadcasting 

system. Unfortunately, the 1966 coup was the first of a series of coups that took place 

intermittently until 1981, and many people who had found favor with one 

administration faced trouble and even violence with each change in power. As a result, 

most of Ghanaians planning to return home were not able to do so.  

3. Music industry collapse and technological shift: 

emergence of new strategies and music styles, 1970s-

2000s 
 

If on the cultural level, Nkrumah era was supportive of music creativity and 

production, Ghanaians became disillusioned with his vision for the country and 

impatient with socialist independence’s slow process of change. As the economy 

began to experience a downturn in economic growth, music began to reflect citizen’s 

disfavour toward their president and even Nkrumah supporters released critical songs 

during the end of his tenure. 

                                                 
22  Taken from the speech Nkrumah gave for the Africa Freedom Day on April 15, 1961. In 

this speech, Nkrumah outlines his definition of African socialism. 



 46 

While Nkrumah was visiting Hanoi for a peace-keeping mission in 1966, the 

first mandate issued by Major-General Joseph Arthur Ankrah’s military government 

was the banning of all pro-Nkrumah and CPP materials, including praise songs, books, 

and pictures. As people took to the streets peacefully dancing and singing, Nkrumah 

supporters were reported to the authorities and jailed, and any confiscated materials 

were burned in the streets. As a symbol, Nkrumah’s statue in Independence Square 

was bulldozed. Following the coup, concert parties were banned for three months after 

Nkrumah was deposed. This was just the beginning of a politically unstable era with 

a succession of military governments.23 

On top of that, the 1983 severe drought plagued agricultural production in the 

region and led to the return of a million Ghanaians expelled from Nigeria and the 

economy continued to deteriorate. In the same year, the government of Jerry Rawlings 

adopted an Economic Recovery Program (ERP), followed by a Structural Adjustment 

Program (SAP) in 1986, with the support of the International Monetary Fund and the 

World Bank to halt the negative economic downward spiral and create sustainable 

growth. From the initial revolutionary period to the liberalization era, the 

entertainment sector was disregarded and given the lowest priority. In short, during 

Nkrumah time, highlife artists were well remunerated, could travel and perform 

abroad and benefit from contracts with major labels. And a decade later, artists were 

unable to live from their music activities. As Rawlings took over Ghana in a second 

coup in 1981, after he had previously ceded power to a democratically-elected 

government, musicians could no longer produce music that could be interpreted as 

political or critical without being fearful for their safety. 

                                                 
23 Kwame Nkrumah (July 1, 1960-Feb. 24,1966); Major-General Joseph Arthur Ankrah (Feb. 

24, 1966-Apr. 2, 1969); Brigadier Akwasi Amankwa Afrifa (Apr. 2, 1969-Aug. 7, 1970); Nii 

Amaa Oilennu (Aug. 7, 1970-Aug. 31, 1970); Edward Akufo-Addo (Aug. 31, 1970-Jan. 13, 

1972); Colonel Ignatius Kutu Acheampong (Jan. 13, 1972-Jul. 5, 1978); Lieutenant-General 

Frederick Fred William Kwasi Akuffo (Jul. 5, 1978-Jun. 4, 1979); Flight Lieutenant Jerry John 

Rawlings (Jun. 4, 1979-Sept. 24, 1979); Dr. Hilla Limann (Sept. 24, 1979-Dec. 31, 1981); 

Jerry Rawlings (Dec. 31, 1981-Jan. 7, 1993). 
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These experiences of post-colonial military regimes and external shocks have 

produced individual and collective responses to state abuses against citizenship. As a 

consequence of the infringement of the capacity to make a decent wage and enjoy 

music production or performance, two very different musical styles developed in the 

1980s. One was the “techno-music” alternative of discos, spinners, and burger high-

life, followed by hiplife in the 1990s; the other was gospel music of the local churches, 

which was able to thrive during those difficult economic times as it was untaxed. 

This chapter is comprised of two sections and focuses on the adaptation of 

music economy actors to the political and economic context since Nkrumah 

overthrown. The emergence of the aforementioned music styles is illustrative of the 

changes in terms of legislation, production means and economic context 

characterizing this period. It begins with a look at how the social and economic 

policies impacted the different branches of the music economy since the late 1970s. 

In the second section, I further exemplify the emergence of spinners and gospel 

churches which seized opportunities resulting from the business vacuum. By, 

exploring the new strategies which appeared to override the absence of government 

support and framework, radio stations, TV and private companies also appear as new 

significant actors of the music economy. 

3-1. Politics and music economy decline 

The first section explores the implications of politico-economic government 

policies on the music economy decline since the late 1960s. Concerning live 

performances notably, several policies led to the disappearance of live music 

performance and music bands. First, the xenophobic Alien order attempted to undo 

Nkrumah’s earlier pan-African policy and provide more jobs to Ghanaians by 

suddenly expelling over one million foreign Africans residents of Ghana in 1969. The 

ouster of the Nigerian community not only damaged rice or cacao trade which was 

run by Nigerian merchants but also led to the shutdown of numerous night-clubs 
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owned by Nigerians. Of course, it affected venue owners but also music bands, as 

Ignace de Souza explained that he left Ghana because most of his band musicians 

were molested because they were Nigerians (Collins, 1985). More generally, 

mismanagement and corruption, so-called kalabule, during the Acheampong/Akuffo 

military regimes pushed musicians, whether Ghanaians or not, to leave the country. 

And as a government succeeds one another, dance bands once favoured struggled to 

find state support. In 1979, the MUSIGA estimated that one-quarter of its registered 

members had left the country (Collins, 1996, p.247). A few years later, the 1981 state-

mandated night curfew completed the music scene destruction by preventing urban 

Ghanaians to attend dance parties in venues for two and a half years (Collins, 2017, 

p.199).  

Even after the curfew lift, a prepaid entertainment tax on gate fees not only 

for promoters but also bands that promote their own shows made performance 

organization even more economically unviable. The Internal Revenue Service did not 

allow income tax waiver on companies willing to sponsor cultural events. Highlife 

guitar bands and concert parties could perform live only in remote rural areas. By 

considering band instruments as luxury items, a crippling 160 percent import duty 

prevented musicians or even venues or sponsors to provide them to bands (Collins, 

2017, p.199). These taxes illustrate the over taxation of some sectors accompanying 

the post-1986 SAP which contributed to boost Ghanaian economy. Unfortunately, the 

SAP did not benefit to the music economy, and for all the previous reasons, it became 

economically impossible to run a music band or a venue in the 1980s. 

In terms of music production, if the record industry collapse can be partly 

explained par the economic difficulties that Ghana faced in the late 1970s, the 

government played a role in the fail to benefit from the cassette boom. During the 

1969-1975, record production was ongoing. The Ambassador Records, built in 1965, 

was capable of pressing 10,000 vinyl records a day and the Ghanaian/Polygram joint 
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venture pressing plant, established in 1969, was pressing half a million singles and 

100,000 albums a year (Collins, 2006, p.3; 2017, p.198). However, the latter closed 

down in 1979, and this same year, the MUSIGA organised a march to protest against 

the lack of vinyl for record production, but also the rampant piracy. Indeed, as record 

production collapsed, the country moved toward the cassette production in the 1980s, 

sustained by estimated 5000 pirates operating from small kiosks. In 1986, eight 

hundred of these operators joined and formed the Ghana Tape Recordists Association 

(GTRA) and expressed the desire to legalise their position. They manage to make a 

deal with the Copyright Society of Ghana (COSGA) and the National Phonogram 

Producers Association (NPPA), respectively the national collecting association and a 

local producers association. The deal consisted of paying an annual blanket license of 

20,000 cedis per kiosk (around 25 dollars at that time) to duplicate musical content 

belonging to COSGA and NPPA members. Despite the GTRA remunerating artists 

for five years, the whole deal was suddenly jeopardized in 1989 when the government 

Copyright Administration, the MUSIGA and a local producers union called the 

Phonogram Producers Society (PPS) and the International Federation of Phonogram 

Industry (IFPI) raised objections. The aim of the challengers was to protect the rights 

of musicians and producers. However, the IFPI, which represented record companies 

including large multinationals, also aimed at keeping control of the world music 

industry and introducing the compact disc (CD) technology to supplant the cassette 

use 24 . The IFPI itself gave 20,000 dollars to MUSIGA to go on an anti-piracy 

campaign and remove the possibility of developing an adapted legal framework to 

regulate national cassette production. Due to the pressure of these national and 

international actors, the newly-formed National Commission of Culture (NCC) 

persuaded the COSGA, and a few months later the NPPA, to rescind its agreement 

                                                 
24 Indeed, the CD high-fidelity digital quality could not be duplicated on analog cassette and 

required high-technology industrial plants to be produced. 
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with the GTRA (Collins, 2006, p.4). As a result, operators were recriminalized, and 

the police began to arrest kiosk operators and cassette hawkers. In the long run, they 

did not have the opportunity to set up a de-centralised small-scale music production 

chain by appropriating relying on cassette technology, which might have been more 

adapted to the Ghanaian market. Many of these operators, who were also music 

entrepreneurs and sometimes musicians, turned to other sectors in the following years. 

Lastly, in terms of folklore protection, the Ghanaian government 

overinterpreted the recommendation of the World Intellectual Property Organisation 

(WIPO). In the 1980s, the WIPO encouraged developing countries to nationalize their 

folklore to avoid its free exploitation by companies from developed economies. Ghana 

was one of the first countries to concretize WIPO recommendations and pass a 

Copyright Bill in 1985. In 1991, the National Folklore Board of Trustees (NFBT) was 

created to make an inventory of all Ghanaian folklore and monitor its commercial use 

abroad (Collis, 2006, p.5).  However, a motion to extend the Copyright Bill to 

Ghanaians was passed in 1996. Due to elections, the copyright law was updated in 

2005 and further amended in 2008 to demand that Ghanaians ask for permission to 

the government and pay royalties for the commercial use of their own ancestral 

folkloric tradition (and indeed even all public domain material). “What belongs for 

the community is for the whole nation, so no individual should claim ownership to the 

folklore (…). If you want to commercialize folklore, you must ask for permission”, 

explained Mr. Nyadje, a senior folklore officer the COSGA (Neely, 2010, p.71). This 

thinking has caused fierce contestation among musicians who believe that folkloric 

performances are outlawed because what characterizes folklore is its popular use. 

3-2. The emergence of new actors 

The second section sheds light on the new actors which emerged following 

the collapse of the Ghanaian music industry. First, the mushrooming African 

separatist churches filled the musical and business vacuum during the economic hard 
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times of the 1970s and the 1980s. Because churches were exempted from taxes on 

instruments and performances, they could provide instruments, recording 

opportunities and a small salary to live musicians. The latter then moved under their 

wings to perform and added a funkier groove to gospel music. Musicians were 

provided a stable work at their home church and other churches for specific services, 

seminars, and concerts. They could also go on tours throughout Ghana, in West Africa 

and even to western nations. With the help of secular highlife musicians, churches 

started recording gospel music throughout a network of music production actors. 

Some churches set up their own recording studios, such as the “Jesus Above All 

Recording Studio” and the “Holy Spirit Digital Studio” in Accra, cassette studios, as 

well as production and distribution companies such as “JBA Missionary” and “Joyful 

Way Incorporated” (Collins, 2007, p.47; Neely, 2010, p.67). Gospel soon became the 

most significant nationally-produced and -sold music style in Ghana: by 1990, it was 

estimated that local “gospel-highlife” represented between 50% and 70%25 of the 

radio airplay and local cassette production of Ghana. Special national gospel awards 

competitions were created as well as a gospel branch of the MUSIGA and several 

gospel musician unions.  

Whereas live musicians embraced gospel music to keep playing instruments, 

another generation was born without instrument26 and operated a technological shift 

in Ghana. After the night curfew lift, “spinners”, which are sound systems also called 

mobile discos, took over live performances because they were cheaper to operate: the 

remuneration of a DJ and a couple of assistants playing disco records was nothing 

compared to a large highlife band (Collins, 2007, p.40). They were already used in 

                                                 
25 Agordah (2000) based his statement from COSGA cassette sales figures: in 1994, 590,000 

cassettes of gospel music and 550,000 of other forms of local popular music. Between 

September 1998 and September 1999, 754,000 and 783,000 respectively. 
26 In the late 1980s, music was downgraded in the updated curriculum of secondary education, 

meaning that by the early 1990s, a youth generation could not play musical instruments 

(Collins, 2007, p.48). 
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small discotheques, but DJs invaded the large open-air night-clubs in which bands 

usually played. The electronic instruments, such as drum machines, synthesisers and 

the music-computer technology appeared as a more economical alternative to produce 

music (because the import duties on classical instruments were still applied). Through 

fast cassettes circulation in the 1980s, the youth quickly embraced the “burger highlife” 

that Ghanaian musicians living in Germany and more particularly Hamburg hence its 

name were producing.  

As hip-hop became popular in the United-States, the figure of the black rapper 

as a successful entrepreneur affected African youth. And by the 1990s, thanks home-

studios which mushroomed and permitted any person to produce music, the 

internationally-oriented young elite of Accra embraced hip-hop. In clubs and concerts, 

they initiated American styles of rapping and DJing. When the London-based rapper 

Reggie Rockstone returned to Ghana to perform at the 2d PANAFEST, he was 

surprised that people were just imitating English flow and he introduced the use of 

local languages by singing himself in Twi. It led to an appropriation of hip-hop music 

by the Ghanaian hip-hop generation, which would be called “hiplife”. It combined 

hip-hop elements and technics such as sampling, scratching and rap lyricism with 

older forms of highlife music, traditional story-telling and proverbial oratory. 

However, international music critics and classic-highlife fans complained about the 

new techno sonority of Ghanaian national popular music. K. Krante testimony in the 

West African Journal in 199627 is a telling example of the reluctance to accept this 

new form of highlife: "reeling off a string of wise sayings over a computer-generated 

sound-track should not automatically confer hit status on the song or singer… It seems 

that mediocrity has been elevated almost to an art.  Technology has contributed more 

than its fair share of the situation.  Twenty years ago, real live musicians would have 

been needed to cut an album" (Collins, 2000, p.15). 

                                                 
27 West African Journal (December 18, 1996, p. 1286), called "Singing the Blues," K. Krante 
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Lastly, hip-hop would not have had the same resonance without the 

proliferation of private radios, TV channels and private companies getting involved 

in the music business. Ghana’s 1992 democratic constitution mandated state 

privatization and guaranteed that “there shall not be impediments to the establishment 

of private press or media”28. It led to the proliferation of private radios which attracted 

many Ghanaian returnees. Combined with the appearance of video filming and editing, 

the emergence of TV, advertising and production media offered economic prospects 

for cultural entrepreneurs and musicians. Even a new generation of highlife artists, 

mentored by and sometimes playing with old highlife stars, benefited from this new 

media channel by reacting to the nostalgic revival of old-time live highlife bands in 

the early 1990s and participating to live television bandstand shows, such as the 

prime-time show called For Their Dancing Feet on Ghana Television (GT). With the 

multiplication of broadcasting stations, some also specialized in classical highlife 

music (Collins, 2007, p.54). However, illicit “payola”, or bribery, kept crippling the 

artists who sometimes had to pay to broadcast their song on the radio.  

And as music increasingly circulated in digital form29 from the late 1990s, 

piracy maintained. Songs were no longer considered as profitable product and artists 

must develop personal connections with producers to obtain beats (instrumental song 

on which they can rap) and studio time. “At first producers invested in releasing 

albums (but too many bribes and not enough sales, investors were losing money) so 

other ways to reach audience were developed: put out a video or hit single first, then 

get called for live shows, then do the album”, explains the artist Nkonyaa of the 

Mobile Boys (Shipley, 2013, p.22). The hiplife business model became particularly 

focused on a performative product relying only on the skills of the artist.  

                                                 
28 chapter 12, article 162 of the 1992 Constitution, “Freedom and Independence of the media”, 

Constitutiton of the Republic of Ghana, May 8, 1922 
29 Artists could burn CDs or use flash drives to pass their songs to DJs or promoters, and fans 

can share files on websites, online social networks or via Bluetooth. 
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Figure 6. The Mobile Boys 

Source: Living the Hiplife, documentary directed by Jesse W. 

Shipley (2007) 

 

As a result, artists need to build an image, develop a marketing-oriented vision of their 

song and act as entrepreneurs by creating relationships with producers, promoters et 

other actors. However, many artists don’t have the opportunity to be sponsored by 

leading figures of the scene, and facing the lack of governmental support, they turn to 

corporate sponsoring. Indeed, multinational companies can be actors that matter in the 

musical ecosystem, by launching new artists. For instance, Nescafé organized a hiplife 

competition the youth could attend for free and offered to sponsor the winner of the 

contest. By sponsoring an underground music style which is still neglected by the state, 

Nescafé can rebrand its image toward youth markets and appropriate young artists’ 

celebrity to sell products (Shirley, 2013, p.5). 

 

As a conclusion, the succession of unstable governments coupled to economic 

hard times seriously damaged the live performance scene in the 1980s. It resulted in 

the predominance of gospel music and the apparition of techno-pop styles. If the 

liberalisation wave contributed to the music sector recovery, hiplife artists still 

struggle to achieve economic independence and release albums. However, it must be 

noted that highlife and jazz bands met the increasing demand in live music from 

tourists and world music fans who visited the country as Ghana moved toward civilian 
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rule. Regular festivals such as PANAFEST kept attracting tourists and many new 

night clubs have sprung up since the revival of classical highlife. In 2004, the high 

import duties on musical instruments were reduced; and in 2006, the music sector was 

integrated into the government’s Poverty Reduction Strategy.  
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Chapter V. The Senegalese Case 
 

1. Music as an entertainment reserved for urban elites and 

controlled by the colonial authorities, 1920s – 1960 
 
 

From the beginning of the 19th century to the 1920s, few Europeans music 

amateurs had constituted a musical society called La Symphonie de Saint-Louis. Its 

first conductor, Faidherbe Highschool director - Morel Rudier - had a repertoire 

including classical music and French folklore. The first music groups composed of 

Africans appeared in the 1930s. Rather than modernizing the traditional African music, 

the colonial period initiated an “economy of representation” that encouraged the 

creation of local orchestras by civil servants who punctually played interpretations of 

the French repertoire.  

As such, musical performances were an elitist urban activity: there were 

numerous barriers preventing the big mass of the urban population from attending 

those parties such as financial conditions to access the production places (hotels, 

dancing-bars) or clothing requirements. The price of instruments also prevented 

musicians to gain financial independence and they remained dependent from colonial 

patronage. In this sense, music became progressively a popular practice only from the 

late 1940s and did not go further than styles favored by colonial authorities.  

In the first section, I put forward the social and cultural fracture within the 

local population which hindered a take-off of the music performance economy. Then, 

I explain in the second section how the colonial authorities controlled the music 

economy resources and kept the musical performances as an elite entertainment. 

However, modern music eventually spread through the urban population. In the third 

section, I will detail which channels mainstreamed modern music. 

1-1. Social and cultural dichotomy within the Senegalese society 

The first section deals with the very specific social structure in the four 

communes, resulting from the French assimilation policy, and how it contributed to 
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the absence of appropriation of music. Indeed, the constitution of an urban elite can 

explain why music bands kept playing the French repertoire without innovations 

during the colonization period. First, because of a particular urban foothold in the Four 

Commune, a new educated class formed and felt closer to colonizers’ modernity rather 

than rural customs and values. Indeed, since the mid-XVIIe century, the inhabitant of 

the Four Communes – Dakar, Saint-Louis, Gorée and Rufisque – could technically 

enjoy all the rights of native French citizens within the colony. From 1916, they were 

also represented in the French National Assembly by an African deputy they elected. 

This specific status and rights created distance between the urban, called the 

originaires, and the other locals in rural areas. Furthermore, a new urban society was 

constituted in the Four Communes with colonization. French colons, other European 

expatriates, creoles, Antillean administrators, French-speaking tirailleurs (Senegalese 

soldiers) returning home from their military service in the French army but also 

national civil servants and West Africans of different nationalities formed a new 

cosmopolite public receptive to colonial leisure entertainment. Although Antillean, 

tirailleurs of Senegalese returning from Paris had African roots, a part of the Wolof 

called them “European” because of their closeness with French and their affinity for 

French customs (Mangin, 2013, p.100). This language detail gives us a glimpse of the 

cultural scission within the population. And from their perspective, this novel form of 

musical practice was completely rejected notably because it involved performances in 

bars and nightclubs. Then, as in most societies at this stage, such popular music was 

then socially considered as an activity for marginal alcoholics and prostitutes. 

Families were keenly opposed to let their children embrace this emerging culture or 

become musician. (Ndour, 2008, p.31). 

From the opposite point of view, the local population duality emphasized in 

colonial discourse contributes to explain the treatment difference in terms of music 

performance. Indeed, contrary to British colonies of Belgium Congo, the Africans 
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from the Four Communes who had pursued an academic curriculum and adopted the 

French culture were called évolués. It refers from a Manichean vision of the colonial 

native society opposing indigènes and évolués. As the colonial authorities did not 

consider the évolués as a threat for their cultural domination, the emergence of dance 

bands performing the French repertoire was not altered – and was even supported. 

However, a strict legislation was controlling the other types of cultural activities.  

From the end of the XVIIe century, the colonial administration was already framing 

urban population movements and practices. But during the inter-war-period, (June 4, 

1937), a decree of the Governor subject to a mandatory prior notification in the entire 

Senegalese territory “processions, parades, gathering of people or other 

manifestations on the public road” (Thioub and Benga, 1999, p.217). And the 

musicians from popular neighbourhood were perceived as a potential source of 

disturbance. To maintain the colonial urban order, an abundant legislation controlled 

the moments, spaces and sound level of recreative manifestations (tam-tam or 

wrestling for instance) which were occasions for casual music groups from the 

Medina, Dakar suburbs or central slums to perform music. 

To conclude, this double-sided perception of colonial society put forward the 

fracture between African educated elite and the rest of the local population. Not only 

a big part of the locals rejected the new forms of musical performances, based on 

French repertoire, but the colonial authorities also hindered the development of other 

recreative manifestations including folklore. 

1-2. Colonial patronage of musical production 

Furthermore, the colonial authorities influenced the emergence of music 

bands by maintaining a strong link between musical production and cultural patronage. 

First, colonial authorities were often supporting the musical education musicians 

needed to perform. The first music groups in the 1930s was formed by the urban elite 

who followed an academic cursus and was initiated to music in churches choirs or the 
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École Normale William Ponty. This school had somewhat an open-minded approach 

of the curriculum since it permitted the students to create each year a play inspired by 

African traditions. However, the exotic songs and dances they performed aimed to 

please the colonial authorities. Thus these plays had to follow the colonial tastes, as 

music bands’ repertoire in the 1930s. Additional instructions came from colonials in 

orchestras. For instance, the colonial authorities provided music lessons for the group 

members of the Lyre Africaine. More independently, literate musicians were also 

transmitting their knowledge with non-literate musicians - the benevolent members of 

the group Jeunesse Rufisquoise gave its first music lessons before the creation of the 

Dakar music conservatory for instance - and transcribed recordings into solfege to 

learn new songs and styles30. From 1948, teachers from the Dakar music conservatory 

(founded by the colonial lawyer Paul Richez) were providing courses of musical 

theory to the African civil servants.  

 The colonial period thus initiated an “economy of representation” that 

encouraged the creation of local orchestras by civil servants who punctually played 

interpretations of the French popular repertoire. And colonial control of resources was 

a major obstacle to musicians’ creativity. This control could go through the funding 

of venues. In Dakar for instance, the colonial administration created the Lyre africaine. 

Directed by Masata Ndiaye, the orchestra was thus playing the repertoire 

corresponding to French tastes, composed of French popular songs called variété, 

musette, valse, tango, salsa, rumba, mornas (Cape Verdean dance music), and, 

eventually, American jazz. They were playing in restaurants in the downtown area, 

for an audience of French colonials, intellectuals and local middleclass citizens 

(Ndour, 2008, p.20).  

Another challenge is that only a few musicians had instruments. Indeed, 

Western instruments were imported and very expensive. Therefore, colonial 

                                                 
30 Interview of Marious Gouané with Timothy Roark Mangin in June 6, 2002. 
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authorities were providing access to music instruments loan for the acquisition of 

musical material (Ndour, 2008 p.20). In this way, colonial institutions were 

controlling the music which was performed with these instruments. It should be noted 

that colonial authorities were also encouraging auto-equipment: bands could fund 

their instruments by organizing musical events with entrance fees. At last, wage-

earning was a major constraint for musicians. Because they were often employed by 

colonial authorities as civil servants, they were facing economic dependence and 

could not experiment styles that colonial authorities would not appreciate. 

1-3. Modern music diffusion through the rest of Senegalese society 

Finally, we can observe a progressive popularization of modern music 

through different channels. As the elite played, listened, and dance to recordings on 

phonographs and radios in various places – stores, parties and nightclubs – their music 

shaped the urban soundscape. As aforementioned, a first channel of massification was 

the radio. In 1939, the broadcasting station the French military had built and operated 

began civilian broadcasts and by the late 1940s, Radio Dakar was broadcasting up to 

ten hours a day. Then music started to spread through waves. For instance, a typical 

program schedule for Radio Dakar
 
in 1947 included piano jazz, operas, symphonies, 

chamber ensembles, theatre music, military marches, Afro-Cuban and Antillean 

music, religious songs, dance music, and solo harp. 

Secondly, colonial authorities contributed to a relative spread of modern music 

and the reintroduction of music in public space through colonial celebrations 

(Coquery-Vidrovitch, 1999). The rest of the population could finally attend 

performances of the music they could only hear on the radio. Despite the fact that the 

idea of common celebrations for colonized and colonizers appeared before World War 

II, it is under the Vichy government that it was implemented to exalt a common 

nationalism. For colonial celebrational events (July 14, November 11 or May 8), the 

municipal or central authorities hired music groups to perform at the big junctions of 
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the city with a free access. At the boundaries between the European and indigènes 

neighbourhoods, the colonial power created an extraordinary meeting moment 

between the people excluded from the elite parties and the music performers and tried 

to reconcile the population by featuring both modern music and folkloric music. Even 

if those events were rare, they contributed to popularize modern music genres that 

marked Senegalese urban youth.31  

Finally, as musicians performed Afro-Cuban styles and jazz music, a 

progressive popularization of music performance deriving from this music bands 

occurred through different ways. First, the presence of American troops led to a fiercer 

competition and change in the music bands’ repertoire. By 1942, Americans had 

established in Dakar after Francophone West Africa had rallied the Allies and music 

groups constituted of GIs competed on the Place Protêt. Inspired by this black music, 

more modern music groups appeared in the 1950s in Dakar and Saint-Louis, often 

underscoring the style they played in their name (such as Saint- Louis Jazz, Guinea 

Jazz or Tropical Jazz. Even the Lyre Africaine turned into a jazz club. Because this 

music was the symbol of black modernity, the Afro genres became increasingly 

popular in a social atmosphere in which independence was more than a dream. 

Furthermore, musicians progressively managed to gain economic independence from 

colonial authorities. Oumar Ndiaye is the most telling example of “self-made 

musician”: after having financed himself music lessons at the Dakar Conservatory, he 

created Les Déménageurs and left for a long peregrination in West and Central Africa. 

Because his group was able to play numerous music styles, they could perform in 

many countries and found a way to escape wage-earning and colonial domination. 

                                                 
31 Indeed, in a letter to the General Governor about the preparation of the Jeanne d’Arc 

celebration in May 10, 1941, the Senegal Governor used the term “local folklore” which was 

innovative, explaining that they had to promote folkloric music and dances during the 

celebration (Coquery-Vidrovitch, 1999). This put forward the shift from assimilation policy to 

association policy, accepting native customs and values. To illustrate that, a progressive lift of 

the war-time ban of festive events in 1940 permitted the organization of private customary 

celebrations (wedding etc) featuring folkloric music. 
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And as music bands competed to play in venues, individuals started to quit their 

function in public service to make it into music bands32. The use of Afro-Cuban 

instruments which were less expensive than imported Western instruments and the 

rising demand of sabar - percussion instrument (see Figure 7) and rhythms on which 

women traditionally danced but they were later incorporated in popular dance music 

- during the early pro-independence movements also permitted to avoid colonial 

control and foster the emergence of new music bands. 

Figure 7. Vieux Sing Faye and his group playing in Dakar Senegal, 1960s 

 Source: The Géwël Tradition (blog), 201633 

It is the progressive professionalization and independence of musicians which entailed 

both a leap forward in music quality (in terms of local tastes), a real structuration of 

the music industry and a change in the social perception of musician profession and 

musical performances.  

 

To conclude, the impact of the assimilation policy has been debated by 

scholars. Collins asserts that the French direct rule prevented Francophone West 

                                                 
32 As an example, within Les Déménageurs, ones could earn mensually between 90k FCFA 

(maracas player) and 197k FCFA (conductor) at the end of the 1950s whereas Oumar Ndiaye 

used to earn 9k FCFA as a civil servant. Musical shows compensation ranged between 40k 

and 50k FCFA by show. With such economic perspectives, musicians no longer needed the 

help of colonial administration (Thioub and Benga, 1999, p.220). 
33 https://gewel.wordpress.com/ 

https://gewel.wordpress.com/
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African musicians from developing blending of Western and African music. Mangy 

puts forward the political power originaires had obtained in French institutions as a 

major factor for the absence of music hybridation. Thioub and Benga based their 

research on the absence of information about music bands in the Police Archives to 

finally corroborate the idea that music was not seen as threat to colonial order. 

However, they emphasized the struggle of musicians to gain independence and 

appropriate Western music to make it theirs. That is especially why musicians’ craze 

for Latin-American music and jazz was a posteriori seen as a re-appropriation of 

African rhythms reinvented in Americas. At last, what is certain is that for a long time, 

the modernity was not seen as compatible with African musical elements, associated 

with rural areas. As a proof, traditional music was not even considered as “music” for 

Senegalese at that time (see in “Musical scope”, p.9). But as independence approached, 

musical experiments gained momentum, and the music scene opened up to the rest of 

the population. 

 

2. Senghor’s “négritude” and the emergence of mbalax, 

1960 – 1970s 
 

In the previous chapter, we have studied the music economy in Senegal before 

independence. As aforementioned, the structuration of the music economy – 

musicians, venues, audience – was marked by a rising attraction for Afro-Cuban styles 

and jazz music as well as sabar. Nonetheless, a significant reason for this taste 

evolution was the influence of the Négritude 34  – or blackness – Movement. 

Paradoxically, this black literary and artistic movement was created back in the 1930s 

by a group of African and West Indians students who were the product of the French 

assimilation policy but who were reacting to their profound sense of alienation from 

the metropole. Among them was Léopold Sédar Senghor. Using words, pictures, and 

                                                 
34 The word Négritude was originally coined by Aimé Césaire. 
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music, members of the Négritude movement were rediscovering their Africaness – 

especially in contact with the American intellectual circles in Paris – and trying to 

legitimize it without threatening the dominant order.  

Emotionally attached to French culture and nicknamed the “French 

Blackman”, Senghor was the first African to sit in the French Academy. He served 

the colonial France in diverse positions, in the National Education and in the National 

Assembly. During this period of political engagement, Senghor increasingly used 

music into his philosophy of negritude to share his sentiments to Senegalese 

population into a more populist format. After having supported an African federalism 

but failed to solve tensions within the Malian Federation, he finally claimed Senegal 

independence in August 1960. And in September 5, 1960, he became the first 

President of the newly-formed Republic of Senegal.  

At the same time, Ibra Kassé recruited members from Star Band (Senui) and 

Guinea Band (Dakar) to play at his nightclub, Le Miami, in honour of Senegal’s 

independence. The Star Band became Le Miami’s house band under the direction of 

Dexter Johnson, a Nigerian saxophonist originally specializing in highlife. The 

nightclub owner wanted to create a distinct Senegalese sound and captured the feeling 

of freedom and liberation. For this purpose, Kassé added a tama “talking” drum to the 

instrumental lineup of timbales, congas, saxophones, flute, guitar, and bass. Kassé’s 

experiments with African instruments — combined with his entrepreneurial skills— 

turned out to be what Senegalese expected and the Star Band soon became the leaders 

of Dakar’s music scene. Other nightclubs imitated Le Miami’s model (such as Baobab, 

Niani, and Jandeer), and became places where the mostly elite patrons celebrated 

independence and an optimistic future under Négritude and African Socialism. 

Senghor was a man of culture and arts had an important role in his nation-

building project. Senegal was one of the first Francophone sub-Saharan countries with 

a Ministry of Culture in 1966, and Senghor went further and set up multiple 
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institutions and organizations aiming at promoting cultural life. But on one hand, he 

was fostering a return to pre-colonial African values and aesthetics, and on the other 

hand, he wished to link Senegal to the intellectual and cultural West. Then, we can 

wonder how Senghor’s policy affected the blooming music industry.  

The first section examines how Senghor’s policy could have contributed to 

the development of the music industry. The second section shows that Senghor’s 

cultural policy, as a colonial legacy, led to shortcomings which are similar to those of 

the French system at this period. The last section will emphasize that the Senegalese 

distinct music style, mbalax, emerged and developed in opposition to Senghor’s idea 

of Frenchness. 

 

2-1. Senghor’s cultural policy and music folklorisation 

First, the impact of Senghor’s cultural policy and Négritude philosophy on 

the emergence of a distinct Senegalese sound, in terms of nature content, can be 

discussed. Indeed, the importance given to arts inherited from Frenchness mixed to 

the desire to reconnect with African roots seems to be a good formula which 

contributed to music indigenization. Inspired by the French system, Senghor 

perception that artistic and cultural expressions are essential instruments to create a 

national identity shaped his cultural policy once in power. He notably initiated himself 

to arts during his time as a student in Paris, as a writer, poet and art critic active in 

intellectual salons in Paris. The Négritude movement he contributed to promoted 

cultural emancipation as a necessary condition to attain political, economic and social 

independence. Thus, he emphasized the need of “a new philosophy, a new literature, 

a new art, a new society, in short, a new “homo senegalensis”” (Mbaye, 2011, p.208) 

to build a newly-formed nation identity. More specifically, for Senghor, nation-

building implies the revalorization of traditional values and practices, what was often 

referred to as the “renaissance of traditional arts” (Mbengue, 1973 p.18). He notably 
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set up a Music Conservatory but also the National Theatre Daniel Sorano which 

fostered traditional music performance. But it was not tantamount to rejecting 

Western culture. His cultural policy was based on two concepts: the “enrooting” 

(“enracissement”) into the images and values of Black-African civilization and the 

“opening up” (“ouverture”) towards other civilizations.  

As a consequence of Négritude promotion during Senghor’s mandate, Afro-

music became particularly popular, not only within the elite population who was 

already enjoying these music styles in clubs but also within the lay population. Indeed, 

Senegalese increasingly associated these musics with African independence struggles 

and the American Civil Rights Movement. In 1966, the Festival of Negro Arts 

(Festival des Arts Nègres, FESMAN), funded by the Senegalese and French states and 

by UNESCO, notably featured Duke Ellington, Josephine Baker, Louis Armstrong 

and Ella Fitzgerald. It aimed to celebrate the diversity and unity of Africans and 

people of African descent, promote Négritude et commemorate the Senegalese 

peaceful access to independence. The festival was a success and was continued in the 

next years in other countries. In Senegal, it marked the government sponsoring of jazz 

musicians alongside African-American organizations, such as the Jackie Robinson 

Foundation, and the Centres Culturels Français (French Cultural Centres, CCFs) 

which programmed jazz, salsa and blues artists for a restricted audience of French 

administrators, business men, diplomats, NGOs staff and Western students. During 

bands competitions such as the National Youth Week in 1968, folklore was also put 

forward as part of enracinement, and progressively, musicians started to introduce the 

use of local languages such as Wolof in their musical performances besides traditional 

instruments, alongside western instruments (Ndour, 2008 p.22-23). 

2-2. State-centred cultural production: a colonial legacy 

However, if Senghor’s policy was inspired by the French vision of culture, it 

had similar shortcomings. In particular, the cultural policy implemented by Senghor 
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was state-centred and led to state monopoly of cultural production. It also hampered 

popular music industry development. Indeed, the newly-created Senegalese state 

manipulated cultural production as a public object in its integral development policy 

of the Senegalese “nation”. Inspired by the French model, the Senegalese government 

also considered cultural production as a state competency possessing an integrating 

and assimilating function. Thus, “it was obvious that the state only possessed the 

means to accomplish such an endeavour of national interest” (Mbengue, 1973 p.23). 

The first and major drawback of this massive state patronage for the music industry is 

that Senghor focused his support on other arts than music like the traditional forms of 

expressions that included theatre, plastic arts and literature, (Mbengue, 1973 p.36). 

Popular urban music was never raised as a lever to create a national “living and 

authentic” culture neither supported as a national cultural production contributing to 

the construction of the citizen’s identity. Thus, musicians did not benefit from the 

government assistance and subsidies – such as bank loans, materials, equipment or 

exhibitions – for their artistic projects (Mbaye, 2011, p.209).  

Achille Mbembe characterizes Senghor’s administration as a “state theatre” – 

“théâtre d’État” (Diop, 2002, p.253) as cultural patronage focused entirely on 

supporting creation and the circulation of artists and not on building strong institutions 

designed to sustain artists creation and circulation. In order to promote culture, 

Senghor created, between 1964 and 1966, institutions of cultural action supposed to 

produce cultural products which would be later commercialised, distributed and 

consumed. Among them was the National Theater Daniel Sorano comprised of a 

theatre company, a ballet and a traditional lyrical ensemble.  At this time, playing at 

the Sorano certified an entertainer stood high in the favour of the functionaries who 

decided what constituted the official cultural agenda (Shain, 2009, p.188). However, 

these institutions did not manage to gain financial autonomy though the 

commercialisation of their cultural products and could not manage the increasing 
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deficits once the government ceased supporting their finance. State patronage 

prevented other actors entering the cultural production chain and it can partly explain 

why cultural products were not successful. Furthermore, the state funded these 

institutions as if their cultural products were a public good – corresponding to national 

identity – and did not permit them to seize the economic potential of their products.  

Lastly, state monopole even hampered cultural actors which were neglected 

by Senghor policies. Indeed, this is under Senghor’s administration that the 

mechanisms of an “economy of reproduction” emerged with the development of new 

technologies of information and communication as well as media. But during this 

period in which music circulation was booming, the only alternative to transmit 

musical production was through the national radio which occupied a monopolistic 

position on the airwaves. It deprived live musicians of new opportunities and potential 

sources of income. The weakness of the diffusion at that time contributed to the fact 

that musicians struggled to be professional musicians (Bosman, 2007 p.1). Not to 

mention the strong emphasis of Senghor’s policies on the capital, Dakar, which is 

similar to the French system: even if radio has made music more accessible, regional 

cultural development of musical performances was still virtually non-existent outside 

of Dakar, excepting in the others cities of the Four Communes which have several 

local groups. 

2-3. The domination of Wolofness and the emergence of mbalax 

At last, a specificity of Senghor’s Négritude thinking is that colonial legacies 

were completely accepted. This is in this context that the Senegalese distinct music 

style, mbalax, developed in opposition to Senghor’s idea of Frenchness. Indeed, one 

of the pillars of Senghor’s ideological triangle was Francophonie (with négritude and 

African socialism). During his term, people communicating in French were more 

likely to have educational privileges, access the mass media, benefit from 

opportunities in administration or experience upward mobility. But as Senghor lost 
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popularity, more and more people turned toward Wolofness, whose language was 

already competing with French in the urban landscape.  

In 1966, following an attempted coup, Senghor harmed Dakarois long-held 

political freedom by banning opposition parties and concentrated power in his 

Progressive Union Party (UPS). This coincided with economic difficulties: 

deterioration of Senegal’s terms of trade in peanuts (its major exports), reduced aid 

from France and the first droughts of a series which lasted until mid-1970s. As a result, 

rural exodus intensified, and cities could not meet its educative and social functions 

anymore. Students and workers responded to the economic downspin and urban 

malaise with strikes, demonstrations and riots. In this tense atmosphere many 

urbanites turned toward Wolofness. 

Wolofness was not a new phenomenon: a part of the population had already 

chosen the Wolof identity in opposition to ex-colonizers culture, even if they were not 

from this ethnic group. They had preferred to adopt Wolof language and customs, 

very useful for commerce and sociability, rather than colonial values such as 

Christianity, neo-liberalism and individualism. In line with this willingness to 

challenge traditional values and the caste system, producing and consuming modern 

music was an essential aspect of the urban Wolof lifestyle. As a result, music was no 

longer the exclusive domain of griot families but professional players could now be 

sons of teachers, civil servants, administrators, or marabouts (Mangin, 2013, p.104). 

Besides, this new wave of Wolofness expansion was supported by Cheikh Anta 

Diop’s philosophy. Arguing that African culture was the birth of civilization, he 

rejected European culture and promoted an Africaness based on Wolof (Mangin, 2013, 

p.112). He would inspire the Abdou Diouf’s cultural policy, implemented after 

Senghor’s departure. 

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, this turn toward Wolofness resulted in the 

increased presence of Wolof drummers, joining urban dance bands such as Star Band 
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or Esperanza Jazz (Benga, 2002, p.79).
 
They were part of Dakar’s leading griot 

families, and often played mbalax rhythms on sabar drums but also congas, since 

foreign instruments still evoked a “modern” aesthetic. Wolof griots also gave a 

folkloric dimension to dance bands musical productions. For instance, the géwël 

M’Boup was a member of the Ensemble Lyrique Traditionnel at the National Theater 

Daniel Sorano and was the first griot - or géwël in Wolof - singer to successfully fuse 

traditional singing with a modern group. He notably sang with the Star Band (playing 

at the Miami) and Orchestra Baobab (playing at the swanky Club Baobab). Wolofness 

was so spread throughout the Senegalese territory that griot vocalists could reach a 

wider audience when singing in Wolof than modern singers able to sing afro and 

European hit in French, English or Spanish.  

A few privately-owned venues permitted to develop the popular music scene. 

As an example, Le Sahel was one of the key places for Senegalese and foreigners to 

celebrate – and sometimes join the stage for improvised performances. The venue had 

its own large orchestra which was publicly rehearsing during the day and played 

directly after dinner. In 1975 the Sahel Orchestra released Bamba, a famed Muslim 

praise song which is today considered as the first recorded song with later-called 

mbalax sonorities. 35 But the most significant transformations of Senegalese modern 

music would occur with the innovation of the young vocalist Youssou N’Dour. He 

pushed the return a traditional sound to the furthest, and notably using tama in his 

music.  

  

                                                 
35 https://musique.rfi.fr/actu-musique/musique-africaine/album/20150507-sahel-legende-

dakar 

https://musique.rfi.fr/actu-musique/musique-africaine/album/20150507-sahel-legende-dakar
https://musique.rfi.fr/actu-musique/musique-africaine/album/20150507-sahel-legende-dakar
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Figure 8. Assane Thiam playing tama and Youssou N’Dour, 2017 

Source: Bouknight, Sebastian (2017)36 

Lucy Duran’s memories of the first time he saw Youssou N’Dour in concert in 1979 

illustrates the effect of this instrument on a dancefloor:  

The tama, the little laced drum that 'talks', would play a short burst in 

counter rhythm, and something magical happened to the audience – 

circles formed, people clapped to the rhythm, and dancers, abandoning 

their shoes and partners, stepped into the centre to do the Wolof dance 

the Gambians called ndaga; lots of swinging, suggestive, hip, bottom and 

leg movement. (…) Everyone, including the band, looked happy and 

relaxed. It was as if they could finally be themselves. 

The aggressive and raw edge of this new style disrupted with the post-colonial image 

of modernity carried by afro-cuban sophisticated music music and dances. The tama 

use is deeply-rooted in Wolof customs: played at weddings, circumcision, baptism 

and other festivity, this instrument usually call participants to dance (Duran, 1989, 

p.277). Youssou N’Dour started singing at kassak parties - celebrating the end of 

circumcision - in the Medina when he was fifteen years old. In 1977, he went to see 

the Miami’s permanent band, the Star Band, and asked their manager called Ibra 

Kassé to let him go on stage. That is how he began singing every night at the Miami 

in front of a crowded audience.  

                                                 
36 https://www.musicinafrica.net/fr/magazine/la-musique-%C2%AB-mbalax-%C2%BB 

https://www.musicinafrica.net/fr/magazine/la-musique-%C2%AB-mbalax-%C2%BB
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Figure 9. The Star Band at Le Miami 

Source: Star Band De Dakar Vol. 8 (Ibrahim Kassé 

Production)37 

 

He stayed within the Star Band for two and a half years, and in 1979, a group of 

musicians led by Youssou N’Dour decided to form their own band, called Etoile de 

Dakar. From the very beginning, the band dominated the scene and their first hit, 

‘Xalis’ was a huge success in Senegal, Gambia and even in Paris.  

In short, the years following independence were marked by the search for national 

musical identity and musicians mixed various musical heritages, from traditional 

repertoire and western influences. If Senghor definitely had a cultural agenda to 

accomplish his vision of Senegalese culture, his cultural policy was not able to nurture 

the development of a music industry. In keeping with Senghor enracinement but in 

opposition to its Frenchness, musicians incorporated more and more Wolof elements 

in popular music. The fusion of traditional rhythms and popular music turned mbalax 

in a national popular music style that Senegalese embraced but also “exportable”38 to 

the rest of the world.  

 

                                                 
37 https://www.musicinafrica.net/fr/magazine/la-musique-%C2%AB-mbalax-%C2%BB 
38 Here, I make a reference to Collins use of “exportable” to qualify music adapted to 

western tastes, taken from “Making Ghanaian Music Exportable”, a paper he presented at the 

Ghana Music Awards Seminar at the national Theatre, in April 6, 2001, in Accra.. 

https://www.musicinafrica.net/fr/magazine/la-musique-%C2%AB-mbalax-%C2%BB
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3. Mbalax golden era and world popularity, 1980s – 2000s 
 

When Senghor retired from presidency in 1980, Senegal became one of the 

first countries to adopt an SAP from the WB. Thus, when Abdou Diouf took over the 

presidency, he logically opted for the disengagement of the state in cultural affairs to 

focus on the promotion of economic stability and growth. Even if Abdou Diouf led a 

few cultural initiatives and maintained a budget allocated to arts and culture, the state 

patronage model from Senghor could not be sustained anymore. His decision to 

postpone the FESPAC of 1988 illustrates a general reduction of state-sponsored 

cultural events. 

Diouf also reinstituted a multi-party system and held presidential as well as 

legislative elections in 1983 that his Parti Socialiste (PS) won. The return to a 

democratic environment notably rekindled the youth hopes who felt marginalized and 

neglected. However, in 1987, the degraded educative facilities and overcrowded 

classrooms provoked a strong student frustration which culminated in huge protests 

and strikes. Due to this civil disorder, the Cheikh Anta Diop University was unable to 

organize classes and exams and deliver diploma for one year, the so-called année 

blanche (the white year). While students dropped out from school or waited to 

graduate, the music scene developed. In 1988, the youth who had joined the sopi 

(change) movement and voted for Adoulaye Wade during the presidential elections 

did not expect Abdou Diouf to win amidst he was accused of fraud and corruption. 

Violent riots followed and the tensions continued until the urban riots consecutive to 

the elections of 1988 and the Set Setal 39  – a youth movement promoting 

neighbourhood in opposition to national movements – in an extremely unfavourable 

economic conjuncture. 

                                                 
39 Set Setal means “clean and make clean” in Wolof. This name was considered as a 

symbolic response to the tragic border dispute with Mauritania in 1989, which led to a 

massacre of thousands of Mauritanians in Senegal and Senegalese in Mauritania. 
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Following Set Setal, the infrastructure of the mbalax industry improved. More 

venues, easier access to instruments and equipment, more recording studios. Despite 

the hardships – people still endured the effects of structural adjustment – the demand 

for mbalax rose. With violence ending, the tourism industry started growing and 

creating jobs. At the same moment, in Europe, the audience started getting interested 

in music from other continents. As mbalax musicians and bands struggled to export 

their national sound on the global market, they increasingly opened up towards foreign 

styles and a handful of artists managed to reach a global audience and benefit from 

the very profitable world music boom, one of which was of course Youssou N’Dour 

with his second band Super Etoile. 

However, far from these success stories, a large part of the youth was still 

feeling marginalized from the public and social sphere. Indeed, the Senegalese society, 

not to say the West African society, was based on the tradition of respect to the eldest 

which implies obedience, reserve and often the silence of young people. Mbalax, 

based on Wolof and murid cultures could not enable them to express the extreme 

casualisation of their living conditions. Hip-hop appeared and articulated through the 

advanced reproduction equipment already existing in Senegal to give voice to the 

youth. 

In the 1980s, mbalax was already all the rage and considered as a national music 

style in Senegal. In the first section, I explain how, despite the economic hardships, a 

mbalax industry emerged and how musicians managed to adapt mbalax to global taste 

and reach “world music” new fans. As a result, the music profession gained a certain 

prestige, but it still was not synonymous of economic revenue. I emphasize the 

remaining barriers to the emergence of a sound music industry in the second section.  

In the last section, I shed light on the evolution of other music styles economies. 

 

3-1. The boom of the mbalax industry and Senegalese success stories on the global 

market 
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In the 1980s, mbalax was already all the rage and considered as a national 

music style in Senegal. Despite the economic hardships, a mbalax industry emerged. 

First, mbalax went beyond nightclubs patronized by the elite but also resonated on the 

radio, TVs, and in bars, cafés or private parties in Dakar (Mangin, 2013, P175). 

Musicians also had the opportunity to play at “mega-concerts” held in stadiums with 

a large musical line-up and heavily discounted tickets (co-sponsored by government 

and companies).  

The local economy of reproduction also expanded with the mushrooming of 

recording and editing private infrastructures. Indeed, on a political level, Diouf 

decided to merely ‘accompany’ cultural production (Snipe, 2003, p.58). Through the 

disengagement of the state, public institutions were not the only ones to produce 

culture and new non-governmental actors emerged. The cassette tape boomed in the 

region with the emergence of new duplication plants. Progressively, an organized 

nationwide cassette distribution system emerged from Sandaga market, composed of 

around 5,000 sellers. At last, the liberalisation of papers and radio in 1989 led to the 

appearance of privately-owned media which challenged more a more the monopolistic 

position of public media. As a result, the Senegalese audience had access to new 

musical programmes on new radios such as Dakar FM, Sud FM or Walf FM and ones 

could watch video clips produced by Radio Télévision Sénégalaise (RTS) or read 

about musicians and music events in the daily culture sections of newspapers. 

Mbalax musicians also searched to seize international audience and looked 

for collaborations with Western music actors to adapt to the aesthetic expectations of 

the new world music audience. As an example, Youssou N’Dour created music with 

musicians with a more modern approach and started incorporating more mixed kind 

of music. His second band, Super Etoile, marked the beginning of Youssou N’Dour 

international career. In 1982, he performed for the first time out of Africa, and more 

precisely in France for the Senegalese community. In 1984, he realized his first trip 
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in London in order to participate to Sterns’ pioneer African music series at the Venue. 

This is notably how he met the Pop-star Peter Gabriel he would collaborate with – on 

Gabriel best-selling album - and accompany him on two world tours (Duran, 1989, 

p.282). As Youssou N’Dour, Senegalese musicians searched for new opportunities in 

recording, sound engineering and music distribution in major European urban centres 

– where the bulk of the Francophone West African music economy was concentrated. 

Paris was notably considered as the “Mecca” for musicians from French-speaking 

countries (Collins, 2000, p.5) and following the success of the first West African 

group living on Paris, Touré Kunda, many other artists came from their home country 

to Paris to experience the same international success. A music maker from Dakar 

illustrate the importance of global networks to succeed: 

Artistically, Senegalese music has already proven that it could export 

itself through important artists like Ismaël Lô, Baaba Maal, Omar Pène, 

Positive Black Soul, Daara J, Pee Froiss, Youssou N’Dour etc. These 

artists demonstrated that music could be exportable but under certain 

conditions. [...] This is a professional lobbying. The example of Alioune 

Mbaye Nder
 
who went to London fifty times and toured in Europe a lot 

but people there will still ask who is he? It is not because one went to 

tour several times in Europe that people know him; but if one manages 

to get noticed by these media, this professional circuit, the latter can be 

very influential [...] simply because they are in this sphere. And in order 

for the African music to enter this sphere, it needs to be normalised at its 

roots otherwise it will not be capable of inscribing itself in this market 

(Mbaye, 2011, p.252). 

In this logic, following a particular trajectory via European distribution and marketing 

companies revealed as essential to succeed. Baaba Mal with Island Records in the 

United Kindom, Ismaël Lô with Barclay in France and Youssou N’Dour with Virgin 

London and Sony Music in the United States are among the musicians who managed 

to move a global audience through the “world music” trend. 
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 Successful mbalax players also contributed to the local music industry by 

reinvesting their benefits from their music.  In this sense, successful musicians are 

often considered as moodu (also called moodu-moodu or baol-baol). This concept is 

rooted in the history of the Wolof Baol region and characterises the peasants who were 

leaving their village to work in towns and open their mind. When they were coming 

back to their village, they had to share their new knowledge with the elders and use it 

to help the community (Mangin, 2013, p.32).  

Youssou N’Dour can be considered as a baol-baol because despite the few 

months he spends each year in London, he is still dedicated to his family and 

Senegalese culture and traditions. He is renowned for his creativity which stems from 

his collaboration with Western pop stars, producers and musicians and he usually 

inspires local musicians once he releases a new work. He also largely contributed to 

the structuration of the music industry. In 1995, he launched his own label in Senegal 

called Jololi which broke new ground by encompassing studio recording, musical 

edition and duplication facilities. Jololi organised a festival in Dakar called DK 24. 

Youssou N’Dour went further and engaged in media business by co-directing the Com 

7 group, encompassing Radio 7, the first radio of the country, Info 7 channel and the 

weekly newspaper 7 Week-end40.  

Mamadou Konté, is another example of baol-baol. Since the late 1970s, he 

created an association to help African migrants to prepare their return to their home 

country and acquired a strong network of African musicians in the capital. In the 

1980s, Mitterrand gave hope back to migrants and thanks to cultural subsidies, 

Mamadou Konté set up a festival called Africa Fête and gave visibility to many 

African musicians. From 1985, he scaled up Africa Fête alongside Chris Blackwell – 

the founder of Island Records who introduced Bob Marley and Fela Kuti to the world 

– and organised international Africa Fête tours in Dakar, New York and other big 

                                                 
40 https://www.lesinrocks.com/2000/03/28/musique/musique/youssou-ndour-le-trait-dunion/ 

https://www.lesinrocks.com/2000/03/28/musique/musique/youssou-ndour-le-trait-dunion/


 78 

cities41. In 1994, keeping with his desire to return home to contribute to Senegalese 

development, he relocated his activities in Dakar and created a cultural independent 

venue, the Villa Tringa. There, he promoted exchanges between Senegalese and 

foreign musicians, music profession trainings and sponsor new talents. He also created 

a Union for music producers and editors. International success, significant resources, 

knowledge and networks of a few permitted to nurture the local musical industry and 

especially the dreams of many young musicians, who tried to succeed on the music 

scene. 

3-2. The shortcomings of the Senegalese music economy framework 

From the 1990s, the global success of mbalax artists changed the perceptions 

of musical professions and practices. On a sociological aspect, it could reflect a 

change from a cast society to a class society42: the musician profession opened up to 

people who were not only from griot families. In addition, musicians were not 

projected as non-honourable and drunks anymore but as wealthy individuals able to 

fulfil the needs of their family and climb the social ladder (Ndour, 2008, p.28, 31). On 

an economic aspect, considering music as a market good - and not only as a cultural 

expression mean – turned it into an instrument of economic empowerment. With the 

intensifying circulation of music combined with the industrialisation of the local 

music economy and new technologies of music production, new audience and 

opportunities emerged. And the international success of mbalax artists contributed to 

musicians’ aspirations and public perception of musicians: as an example, when 

Coumba Gawlo Seck won a disque d’or (gold disc) in France and Belgium, a 

Senegalese weekly magazine estimated his gains and stated that he was “sinking under 

millions”43. 

                                                 
41 https://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2019/06/28/mamadou-konte-l-inventeur-de-la-

world-music-a-la-francaise_5482854_3212.html 
42 Ndour questions this idea by arguing that the prominence of Wolof values and schemes in 

modern Senegalese society did not lead to the disappearance of casts. 
43 « Coumba Gawlo patauge dans les millions ». Nouvel Horizon, 26 April 1999, 166, p.16. 

https://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2019/06/28/mamadou-konte-l-inventeur-de-la-world-music-a-la-francaise_5482854_3212.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2019/06/28/mamadou-konte-l-inventeur-de-la-world-music-a-la-francaise_5482854_3212.html
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However, only a few reached the international fame, and remaining informal 

practices such as intragroup relations, remuneration or training kept impairing the 

professionalisation of the music industry. As an example, the artistic director at Xippi, 

Kabou Guèye, explained that after being a bass player, he had been a technician 

because of an urgent need and had to learn the job while doing it (Ndour, 2008, p.88). 

The non-intervention of the state during this period led to persistent legal gaps 

hampering music actors and content effective protection. First, producers were 

considered as traders and not as cultural economic operators. That posed a problem of 

music protection: piracy was merely considered as counterfeit. As a consequence, a 

new generation of bana-bana producers arose. The bana-bana trader used to 

commission a cassette to a musician and gave 150k-200k FCFA of advance. The 

musician created music on his computer and gave back the cassette to the bana-bana 

who would replicate it, fill the declaration for the Senegalese Copyright Office 

(Bureau Sénégalais des Droits d’Auteurs, BDSA), and distribute it in the Sandaga 

market. The bana-bana would give a percentage of the distribution revenue to the 

musicians, but the latter would not receive any royalties. As a consequence, musicians 

wanted to produce a lot and quickly. The fact of trying to fit with standard tastes, to 

the detriment of quality production, is called gombo or gomboist attitude (Mbaye, 

2011, p.5). It neglects the thinking of a music evolution but also reflects the absence 

of a showbiz society with actors planning musical releases before launching them on 

the market. By contrast, Joël Guillermain, Toure Kunda manager, explained that they 

dedicated two years to the album preparation and eight months to studio recording for 

the album Mouslaï44. 

The structural issue underlying the absence of showbiz network is the 

crippling piracy. First, a work can be protected only if it is original according to the 

                                                 
44 « Sortie de cassettes : la course aux profits » Walf Fadjri, 26 July 1996, par M. Sall, 1307, 

p.6. 
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Senegalese legislation, which raises issues in a society where folklore is prominent. 

And since a folklore song is defined as a song “composed with elements exclusively 

taken from the Senegalese traditional cultural patrimony”45, songs inspired by folklore 

are assimilated to folklore and cannot have an identifies author. As a consequence, 

many artists do not even try to register their work. Secondly, artisanal piracy - copy a 

song on a blank cassette and sell it cheaper than the original - and industrial piracy - 

bring a cassette to a country known for counterfeiting where the product is mastered 

and then duplicated and brought back - are rampant in Senegal.  It is estimated that in 

2005, three out of five products were counterfeited (Ndour, 2008, p.158). Whereas 

Radio France internationale (RFI) payed royalties to the SACEM which redistributed 

them to the BDSA, Senegalese radio stations were reluctant to pay copyrights to the 

BDSA46. Facing the state inaction, artists created the France-based African Piracy 

Association (Association Africaine de la Piraterie, AAP) which had more than 3,000 

members in the mid-1990s and had already won more than 20 trials47. A last judicial 

issue is that music makers and workers are not recognised as ‘professional workers’ 

and therefore, they are not entitled to social benefits like social security, social 

protection, retirement plan etc (Soumaré, 2008, p.144). It notably poses problems 

when musicians wanted to tour abroad: if they toured in France for instance, they had 

to pay French charges – for spectacles leaves, retirement savings – without benefiting 

from it (Mbaye, 2011, p.222). 

3-3. Globalization, emergence of hip hop and revival of salsa and jazz 

There are still obstacles to the development of a sound music industry in 

Senegal, but two trends in the Senegalese music industry are still worth mentioning. 

                                                 
45 Taken from the Article 9 of the Law 73-52. The original translation is “composée 

exclusivement d’éléments empruntés au patrimoine culturel traditionnel sénégalais”. 
46 Wal Fadjri, samedi 14 – dimanche 15 mars 1998, « Les radios et le droit d’auteur : la 

musique sur les ondes, ça se paye », n° 1800, p. 7. 
47 Wal Fadjri, mardi 11 juin 1996, « Piraterie musicale : le suicide des artistes » par J.M. 

Diop, n° 1269, p. 6. 
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First the hip-hop industry developed in opposition to the state and marked the 

emergence of protest songs aiming to deliver a critical message or reveal a life reality. 

In opposition to the joyful mbalax which revisits griots repertoire and entertains 

people, hip hop music is considered as subculture that the disillusioned youth embrace 

– due to the SAPs and the année blanche which altered the conditions of life and their 

hopes for the future. Using computer-based drums and instruments as well as 

sampling techniques with cassettes, hip hop artists could have a cheap home studio 

and experiment and produce their music independently without having a significant 

budget as a band could have. The hip hop artists were music makers and workers at 

the same time: to reach financial independence, they had to find an equilibrium 

between music production and entrepreneurship by diversifying their activities 

(Mbaye, 2011, p.104). As a result, the hip hop milieu vertically integrated and a 

multitude of private actors seize opportunities in parallel fields such as graphic design, 

video production or duplication plants.  

When social tensions ceased in the 1990s, tourism progressively boosted the 

depleted jazz and Afro-Cuban performance economy. Indeed, with the emergence of 

mbalax in the 1980s, the home-grown market of Afro-Cuban music collapsed, and 

radio played less and less salsa on the waves. Only a few salsa groups made recordings 

between 1983 and the early 1990s. But salsa performances and specialized venues 

remained part of the touristic music attractions of Dakar. Despite the shut-down of 

iconic venues such as the Miami, intimate clubs flourished in the Médina and offered 

economic opportunities for bands playing Afro-Cuban musics. Latin clubs are also a 

shelter for the older generation of Senegalese dancers who can be troubled or shocked 

by the suggestive dances associated with mbalax music. Indeed, their exaggerated hip 

movements and frenetic moves are the opposite of salsa dancers controlled and 

choregraphed movements. Jazz music also remains a symbolic music in Senegal. In 

order to boost Saint-Louis cultural life and attract tourists, a group of jazz musicians 
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and patrons created the Saint-Louis Jazz Festival. The first edition was in a garage, 

but the following year, they received financial assistance from the Saint-Louis CCF. 

In 1992, the CCF took over the festival but the ticket price rise led to Senegalese 

discontent who could not afford to attend the concerts anymore. In response to popular 

pressure and press criticism, the Senegalese organizers and the CCF formed an 

alliance in 1993, which lasted until 1999, when a Senegalese association was created 

in order to take over the festival. The ties of the music economy with francophone 

circuits and this political clash puts forward the blurry border between support and 

influence. 
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Chapter VI. Colonial Legacies 
 

1. Legislation 
 

The notion of intellectual property developed during a period when Europe 

and the United States were going through an industrial revolution linked to ideologies 

of possessive individualism and the Protestant work-ethic, resulting in a vision of the 

artist as an ‘immortal composer’. Colonies were subject to the first intellectual 

property regulations through the legislation of colonial powers. Then, Western 

countries set copyright law as a fundamental right and a model to structure 

international exchange through international copyright agreements overlooking the 

specificities of non-Western music industries. Ghana and Senegal now evolve in a 

global music industry which is shaped by these agreements. Thus, we can wonder how 

both governments deal with the protection of national music. 

 

In both Ghana and Senegal, national legislation, including in terms of IPR, is 

a heritage from colonial system. Thus, a main difference is that Senegal implemented 

the French “droit d’auteur” system, focusing on the creator, whereas Ghana followed 

the Anglo-Saxon path by implementing a copyright system, governed by a more 

economic logic. Indeed, in French-speaking African countries, the African Copyright 

Bureau was created in 1943 through a French Ordinance authorizing its copyright 

laws to be implemented within its colonies. Thus, the management, the protection and 

the distribution of copyrights were ensured by this foreign agency which was an 

antenna of the Société des auteurs, compositeurs et éditeurs de musique (Society of 

Authors, Composers and Publishers of Music, SACEM), the French copyright 

collective management organization. It was active in Senegal until 1972, when the 

Senegalese Copyright Bureau was created. In addition, the adaptation project of the 

Senegalese law discussed in 2000 is perpetrating a colonial legacy in the way of 
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adding complementary laws to a principal law – it is one of the major drawbacks of 

the French legal system. 

Because international trade agreements were designed mostly by developed 

countries, the copyright system was set up as the paradigm in the international legal 

agenda. The Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and Artistic Works was 

the first international agreement to outline a set of common standards for copyright 

protection for its signatory states. It was adopted in Switzerland in 1886 after 

negotiations between the major Europeans powers. In this colonial context, many 

African countries joined the Berne Convention without having a say during the 

preceding talks about the development of this international copyright legislation. 

Senegal joined it in 1962 by default, as it had been subject to the convention during 

the colonial era and implemented it in its national legislation. Ghana had been subject 

to the convention through Britain’s Imperial Copyright Act of 1911, which applied 

until 1957. In 1961, Ghana passed its first national copyright law as sovereign country, 

but it was still based on the colonial laws. And in 1962, it joined the Universal 

Copyright Convention rather than the Berne convention that Ghana joined it only in 

1991. 

Table 3. Implementation of IPR in Ghana and Senegal 

 

 Country (Year independence gained) 

International Agreement  Ghana (1957) Senegal (1960) 

Berne Convention (1886) Accession 1991 Accession 1962 

UCC (1952) Accession 1962 Accession 1974 

WIPO Convention (1967) Accession 1976 
Signed 1967 

Ratified 1968 

WCT (1996) Signed 1997 
Signed 1997 

Ratified 2002 

WPPT (1996) Signed 1997 
Signed 1997 

Ratified 2002 
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GATT (1947) 1957 1963 

WTO/TRIPS (1995) 1995 1995 

Source: De Beukalaer and Fredriksson article (based on information from 

WIPO and WTO websites) 
 

In the same decade, when the World Trade Organizations succeeded to the 

General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade in 1994, intellectual property rights were 

given a more prominent role and the Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property 

Rights (TRIPS) became a building block of global trade. However, even if Ghana and 

Senegal signed the TRIPS agreements when it was created, We should emphasize how 

developing countries’ interests were still overlooked in this agreement by having a 

look at the protection of folklore. This latter relies more on WIPO because TRIPS 

does not include traditional knowledge and thus excludes the forms of ownership 

applied by local and indigenous groups in Ghana and Senegal. In the following 

sections, we shall explore in detail the issues of piracy and folklore in Ghana and 

Senegal. 

 

In a context where international copyright law is considered as the normal 

extension of authors’ rights, piracy is then considered as a detrimental and illegal 

practice. Ghana and Senegal both face great difficulty to collect money from the use 

of music in their repertoire. In Ghana, piracy became so critical that in 1979, the 

MUSIGA organized a vigil and a march to protest against state passivity. A crowd of 

10,000 was present with over 1,000 musicians, three brass bands and well-wishers 

(Collins, 1985, p.154).  In Senegal, private radio stations did not pay for the music 

they broadcast at the end of the 1990s48. The UN reports emphasize the establishment 

of a strong regulatory framework and the formalization local music economy in 

                                                 
48 Cf. (March 14-15, 1998). Les radios et le droit d’auteur : la musique sur les ondes, ça se 

paye. Wal Fadjri, 1800, p.7. 
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developing countries as necessary to operate a take on in the sector. Governments 

fought it. 

But De Beukalaer and Fredriksson give an alternative definition of piracy as 

“the contentious space between conflicting regimes of cultural and property rights and 

the limited enforcement of both” (2018, p.4). Piracy can indeed be beneficial for the 

music industry in the sense that it is the consequence of the state limits. In Ghana, 

musicians developed new strategies to override the fact that they don’t earn money 

with their productions. Releasing songs which spread through black markets became 

a way to gain visibility. Musicians then trade this visibility as a vehicle to earn 

contracts with private companies to vehicle brands and their new products49. Thus, 

piracy creates business that eventually flourishes in the formal sphere. 

Besides, the tensions between the GTRA and the IFPI (operate through the 

MUSIGA and the PPS) in the 1980s in Ghana reveal how Western countries have 

interests in universalizing their legal system and ensuring the integration of every 

country. By funding the anti-piracy battle in Ghana, the IFPI officially aimed to 

promote musicians’ rights but it purposely ensured that copyright would remain the 

paradigm of music industry model throughout the world. Consequently, whereas a 

whole generation of “pirate” entrepreneurs was beginning to legalize their status and 

business in the 1980s, the lobby of the IFPI recriminalized them and the emergence 

of a cassette production chain in Ghana was neutralized. Had modalities to accept and 

progressively legalize piracy emerged in a country like Ghana, it would have paved 

the way for the spreading of this new model, especially in other developing countries 

where fighting piracy is tantamount to condemn the informal sector which makes up 

a big part of the economy. 

                                                 
49 Shipley, J. W. (2013). Living the Hiplife: Celebrity and Entrepreneurship in Ghanaian 

Popular Music. Durham, NC: Duke University Press; Faye, M.M., & Ndiaye, B.M. (March 

22, 1991). Youssou N’Dour : « le sponsoring indispensable au showbiz », Le Soleil, 6.248, p. 

8. 
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As explained before, too strict a copyright protection favours intellectual 

property rights over access to culture and reinforces the fact that the political economy 

is rooted in colonial history. Indeed, through the expression “economy of retribution” 

- used to characterize the system in which griots evolved before the colonial period, 

Abdoul Aziz Dieng suggested that another form of copyright existed. Griots played 

the role of historical transmitter and cultural animator by exploiting a collective good 

– made of musics, rhythms and oral traditions – for the community. Thus, folklore is 

considered as a public good and its reinterpretation is more and more complicated 

when governments include it in the copyright system. 

In the 1980s, the WIPO made recommendations to protect and compensate 

developing countries whose folklore was revisited by Western musicians – through 

sampling especially – and commercially exploited by companies in industrialized 

countries. The Ghanaian case shows that an over-application of these 

recommendations can backfire and lead to the deterioration of the local creativity. 

Indeed, when the Folklore Band decided to extend the law protecting Ghanaian 

folklore to the entire Ghanaian population, it prevents the young generation from 

reinterpreting musical productions which circulate through generations.  

The lesson is that maintaining the liveliness of the culture is a conundrum. 

“Culture in a bottle soon becomes an empty bottle” (Penna, Thormann, Finger, 2013, 

p.38). The main challenge for both Senegal and Ghana is to draw the line between the 

cultural heritage that belongs to everybody and the individual innovations which arise 

from this heritage. 

 

2. Language 
 

Starting from observation, the situation in terms of linguistic legacy is very 

different between Ghana and Senegal. While Senegalese people have been 
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particularly rejecting French before and after independence, English is more 

commonly used in Ghana. English and French are respectively official languages in 

Ghana and Senegal, but 37% of Senegalese speak French (Snipe, 2003, p.92: 15% of 

Senegalese are literate in French) – and more than 80% of them speak Wolof as a first 

or second language (MacLaughlin, 1997, p.561) – whereas 67% of Ghanaians speak 

English (2010 Ghanaian Census). However, since French speakers mostly live in 

urban areas, where musical evolutions occurred, I will assume in the rest of the section 

that Senegalese musicians master French as Ghanaian musicians master English. Thus, 

I will address a list of the potential impacts that English and French proficiency can 

have on the music industry development. 

 

According to both historical cases, it seems that the local music economy 

boomed in parallel of the emergence of a national music style – referred to as highlife 

in Ghana and mbalax in Senegal. The emergence of this distinct style went hand with 

hand with the use of lyrics in vernacular languages. First, it was synonymous with the 

existence of a successful creative process within the country resulting in the creation 

of added value. In the Senegalese case, mbalax was the shift from a “copy-right” 

(Collins, 1977, p.58) system to an emerging original style. Second, the use of a 

vernacular language is somewhat necessary to develop the music industry out of 

towns and is a market adaptation consequence. In the Ghanaian case, the music 

industry expanded through the diffusion of performances from the coastal cities to the 

provincial eras and among new rural immigrants in cities in the 1930s (Collins, 2005, 

p.120). As it was a commercialized entertainment, artists had to adapt to the tastes and 

languages of their targeted new audience. This is how the “vernacularization” of lyrics 

and performances turned musical entertainment as a big a part of Ghanaian mass 

culture. By the 1960s, artists composed songs in various languages, including Twi, 

Fante, Ga, Ewe, Hausa, Yoruba, and English (Plageman, 2013, p.216). For both 
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reasons, the return to African dialects would have favoured the local music economy 

development. However, we can identify some potential positive aspects of the French 

or British language heritage. 

 

 First, in the initial process of assimilation and acculturation that followed the 

simple imitation of Western music, speaking a Western language may have been a 

significant advantage. If this assertation is true, Ghanaians would have been privileged 

by speaking English because most of pop music was coming from English-speaking 

countries, especially the United-States. This could be a reason why it took longer to 

pop music to percolate into French-speaking Africa (Collins, 1977, p.57). As a proof 

of that, we can look into the spread of reggae movement within West Africa. Apart 

from the Ivorian Alpha Blondy – who apparently got into reggae following his stay in 

Liberia and New York, the regionally and internationally renowned African reggae 

artists are from Anglophone countries. According to Savishinsky who made a 

comparison of reggae spread between English- and French-speaking countries, the 

ability to fully understand and assess the music’s lyrics was considered by the 

interviewed West Africans as a major factor explaining this gap. Thus, “the 

Senegalese by all means enjoy reggae, but to them it is just the beat that matters, since 

they don’t speak English and they only get half the thing”50. In this way, English can 

appear as a colonial legacy that is more favorable than French for the development of 

the music industry. Nevertheless, this argument can be justified by the fact that some 

imported music was not necessarily with lyrics or featured lyrics with a less significant 

meaning or philosophy like jazz or salsa. Furthermore, several scholars put forward 

the strategies that musicians set up adopt a style without command of the original 

language. For instance, when Latin music was all the rage in Senegal, the educated 

                                                 
50 Interview of a “dreadlocked young Gambian” (Savishinsky, 1993, p.214) with the author 

of the dissertation. 



 90 

musicians where teaching how to sing in Spanish to the others. And Afro-Cuban and 

Latin music had a far-reaching influence of Senegalese music in the late 1950s. 

 

Secondly, I assume that sharing a common language with other countries can 

permit to reach a wider audience. Speaking the same language as some Western 

countries can notably facilitate the entrance to a more lucrative music market. For 

instance, during his stay as a student in the United-Kingdom, the Ghanaian folk 

guitarist Konimo was advised in 1968 to translate his songs to English as many of his 

private performances’ listeners there were Europeans. He then translated traditional 

ballads he had put in music and sent a recording to Mike Egan who was running the 

“African Beat” radio show on the BBC external Service. His music was well-received 

by the public since he made more recordings for another BBC program called 

“London Line” (Collins, 1985, p.96). This example put forward not only the ability 

of Kimono to reach an audience by featuring English lyrics but also his success in 

channelling his songs to broadcasting actors by joining appropriate networks (see 

language preference and immigration in the next section p.43). Nonetheless, this 

assertion is true if using a Western language does not hinder the quality of the music. 

When Reggie Rockstone, a Ghanaian rapper leaving in London, came back to Ghana, 

he was surprised to hear rappers imitating the English flow whereas “some kids didn’t 

ever understand English that well” (Shipley, 2013, p.7). A song quality is undoubtedly 

questionable if the singer does not master the lyrics language. 

However, only a few musicians – located in the national territory – reach the 

Western market and most of the musicians focus on the local or regional market. In 

this context, sharing a common language with neighbouring countries could permit to 

override another colonial legacy: geographical boundaries. Indeed, the success of an 

emerging musical style and musicians is conditional, as any popular music addressed 

to a national audience, to a local consumption that is limited in West African countries. 
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Thus, musical consumption is plagued by a tiny market which does not abort the 

totality of musical production releases. To overcome this geographical constraint, the 

Francophone West African hip hop “actors have the desire to work together as they 

know that it is the only way out to survive”51 (Mbaye, 2011, p.323). In order to make 

this musical niche grow, they build a translocal community, notably through hip hop 

media. In this way, technology permitted to create virtual spheres supporting the 

emergence of a musical niche in territories without a sufficient market for these 

musical contents. Sharing a common language undoubtedly facilitated media activity 

throughout the region and the constitution of a common audience. 

 

To conclude, even if the music industry boom was conditional to performing 

music songs in a vernacular language, sharing a language inherited from the 

colonization can have positive aspects. It expands the audience as well as the possible 

networks music actors can benefit from, especially in Western countries were a big 

part of the global music production chain is located. However, I focused on the impact 

of language on the musical content in this section whereas language has a twofold 

impact on the potential success of a music industry. This is because the language 

impact on the production process is highly correlated to the diaspora location, the 

migration flows or the links with governments and companies which are examined in 

the next section. 

 

3. Political and business ties 
 

After independence, ex-colonizer countries had to redefine their relationships 

with their ex-colonies. While Senghor maintained strong cultural ties with France, 

Nkrumah tried to cut links with Great Britain more abruptly and rather turned to 

                                                 
51 Interview of Dakarois hip hop music maker and worker with the author. 
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United States. However, because both British and French economies were prosperous 

after World War II, their favourable immigration policy attracted migrant workforce 

in order to reconstruct the country and work in declining industries. Then, the 

migration flows from Ghana and Senegal coming to Paris and London kept growing. 

In this way, European countries still had strong ties with ex-colonized populations. 

Even if colonial legacies’ implication in the decision of settling in ex-colonizer 

countries can be discussed, Paris and London became major cities for respectively 

Senegalese and Ghanaian diasporas. Thus, French and British cultural policies can 

have impacted the expatriate part of Ghanaian and Senegalese industry and influenced 

world music network. 

 

First, the relationship between colonial legacies and diaspora location in Paris 

and London can be discussed. Historically, immigration of Africans in Great Britain 

or France clearly has colonial roots. Immigration from the British Empire was 

facilitated thanks to the 1948 law on the British nationality, creating the “Citizen of 

United Kingdom and the Colonies” status. Gold Coast inhabitants were granted 

political rights and freedom of movement as colonial subjects. In the Senegalese case, 

the first migration resulted from recruitment efforts by the French army and 

administration during colonial times. In Senegal, the inhabitants of the Four 

Communes had the French citizen and were supposed to have the same rights. By the 

mid-1970s, both French and British governments started to restrict labor immigration. 

Thus, family reunification then became the main conduit of legal immigration (Pison 

et al. 1997; Robin, Lalou, and Ndiaye 1999). However, even if governments policies 

impacted the migrations flows from colonies to their territory, the focus on colonial 

legacies to explain migration patterns may not be relevant. In the Ghanaian case, 

language, religion and cultural affinity do not seem to fully explain Ghanaian 

diaspora’s choice to settle in diverse cities such as New York, Amsterdam, Toronto 
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and Hamburg52 (Peil, 1995, p.346). However, Table 4 shows that the proportion of 

Senegalese or Ghanaians living respectively in France or UK is equivalent. In 2010, 

about 48% of Senegalese recorded living in Europe are in France and 41,6% of 

Ghanaians living in Europe are in the UK. 

Table 4. Senegalese and Ghanaian migrants in Europe in 2010 
  

Home 

Country 

Destination 

Country 

Migrant Stock Proportion of 

migrants of the 

origin country in 

the immigrate 

population in a 

destination 

country (%) 

Headcounts 

Proportion in the 

expatriate 

population (%) 

In 

Europe 

In the 

world 

Ghana 
Netherlands 

UK 

13,310 

82 ,586 

6.7 

41.6 

1.9 

12.1 

0.7 

1.2 

Senegal 

Spain 

France 

Italy 

56,751 

111,630 

53,981 

24.4 

48.0 

23.2 

11.5 

22.6 

10.9 

0.9 

1.6 

1.1 

Source: Girard, 1996. United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 

Population Division (2013). Trends in International Migrant Stock: Migrants by Destination 

and Origin. 

 

Based on this observation, Paris and London can be considered as major diasporic 

cities for both African countries. And the formation of diaspora in these capitals will 

shape a new geography of musical venues and places where an African scene can 

develop. This is thanks to private initiatives that the scene will emerge and that 

governments will finally have interest in promoting diasporic cultures. 

The record shop Melodisc stands as an important hub of West African 

musicians and a major actor in highlife production and dissemination in the UK since 

the 1950s. Originally specialized in Caribbean music, Melodisc was willing to 

develop the West African branch, being the first company in London to believe in its 

commercial potential. As a result, Melodisc was a pioneer in recording “highlife 

                                                 
52 When considering the proportion of the entire diaspora in the table, we observe a 

divergence: whereas 22,6% of the Senegalese outside of Senegal live in France, only 12,1% 

of Ghanaians outside of Ghana live in the UK. 
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travellers”, that is, Ghanaians students or workers who had arrived in London and 

were highlife musicians and publishing popular African music in Europe (Coester, 

2008, p.134-135). In the same diasporic logic, Youssou N’Dour recorded 'Xalis' in 

1979 at the Jandeer Night Club, in Dakar, and the record, Etoile's first, was published 

in France thanks a generous subsidy from the Senegalese community in Paris. The 

Senegalese student community bought almost all the stock and the Gambian student 

community snatched up a few remaining in London. Mbalax became the basis for a 

whole new type of social gathering: parties in London would start at 2 in the morning 

and people would display ndaga, the Wolof village dance, until daybreak (Duran, 

1989, p.279). At the beginning of the trend, specialized record shops emerge to 

distribute the latest African records to the increasing diaspora.  

If African music is still underrepresented until the 1970s, it brings great 

excitement in the 1980s and turn Paris and London into hubs of African musical 

production with a network of record shops, labels, cafés, concert halls, nightclubs and 

recording studios. Africans also get into the musical sector. In Paris, Ibrahim Syllart 

opens his little record shop Kubaney Music, which soon becomes a meeting place for 

the diaspora. In 1978, he creates his first label called Jambaar which turns into the 

Paris-based Syllart label through which he launches the career of future superstars 

such as Salif Keita, Ismael Lo or Baba Maal. The multiplication of free radio stations 

in both cities contributed to the spread of African music. World music programs were 

exploring this new scope of music on BBC radio, in Great Britain, with notably Guy 

Warren who played calypso records as DJ. From the beginning of the 1980s, Radio 

Nova becomes the headphones of world music in France, especially with Bintou 

Simporé’s Néo Géo program.  

At last, venues hosted African artists, such as the Caribbean Club who invited 

E.T. Mensah or Rans Bois in the mid-1950s (Coester, 2008, p.139). The rising interest 

in African music intensified the popularity of African music, performance and 



 95 

specialized venues through party experience. As a proof of this new trend, the 

Montreuil night club La Main Bleue, was created by Jean-Michel Moulhac in 1976 to 

feature African and Antillean music groups and welcome the African migrant workers 

– among them represent of the fashion movement called SAPE – who were rejected 

from other venues53.  

Figure 10. A night at La Main Bleue 

Source: Jack Garofalo’s photography from Paris Match / Scoop 

 

Within the following year, La Main Bleue became the “trendiest place in Paris” and 

French bourgeois, punks, celebrities – as Karl Lagerfeld or Christian Louboutin – and 

onlookers were venturing beyond Paris centre seeking new experiences. Indeed, the 

African music boom in the 1980s went hand in hand with the rising interest of 

European audience. Diasporic music is more and more considered as “avant-garde” 

and the presence of diasporic populations certainly contributed to the rising craze for 

African music since they fostered the emergence of a living African music scene in 

both Paris and London. 

Because of the enthusiasm of the public audience and the development of 

recording labels, governments try to institutionalize their cultural cosmopolitism. First, 

they organize big manifestations in which they feature their capital as international 

metropolises. These events symbolize new opportunities for world music stars like 

                                                 
53 http://fr.redbullmusicacademy.com/daily/2017/09/la-main-bleue 

http://fr.redbullmusicacademy.com/daily/2017/09/la-main-bleue
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Youssou N’Dour who performs at the tribute concert for Nelson Mandela held in 

London in 1988. However, the world music boom occurred in the UK within Thatcher’ 

mandate (1979-1990). During this period, the cultural sector considered as an 

economic sector must be subjected to commodification and privatization. As a result, 

spending cuts in public funds restrain the potential public support of the rising world 

music economy. This can explain why in this neoliberal context, independent label 

owners and music specialists design a marketing strategy to make what was later 

called world music more visible.  

In contrast, Paris became the “Mecca” for musicians from French-speaking 

countries (Collins, 2000, p.5) during Mitterrand’s term (1981-1995). In the 1980s, 

authorities start considering migrants cultural life  – before their stay was seen as 

temporary – and cultural action acts as integration instrument. In accordance to the 

“right to cultural difference”, an Office of minority cultures aims to support migrants’ 

cultural initiatives for the 1981-1986 period – before a return to identity discourse 

following a political shift (Escafré-Dublet, 2014, p.19). In this political context, the 

Senegalese Mamadou Konté, who led strikes in migrant workers housing units, 

claimed that “when the left came to power, [he] stopped feeling immigrated”54. He 

notably became a public figure during this period for creating the Africa Fête festival 

featuring the rising African stars. He exported the festival to Dakar in 1993, gathering 

45,000 spectators in Demba-Diop stadium, and later to United States. In this sense, 

the French cultural policy toward migrants might have been more beneficial to 

African musical scene in Paris – and indirectly to African countries. 

 

But what about the local music industry? From the 1920s, Western record 

companies started recording music on the Ghanaian and Senegalese territory. The 

                                                 
54 Translation of Konté’s interview for Le Monde, 2006: “Quand la gauche est arrivée au 

pouvoir, j’ai cessé de me sentir immigré” (Montaigne, 2007) 
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most important companies in the region invested in the industry by setting recording 

studios and pressing plants. However, the 1970s economic downturn led to a global 

collapse of records sales, especially among African populations which had a lower 

purchase power. Facing economic hard times, Western companies withdrew from the 

region. Since then, big multinational companies still do not see interest in investing in 

African music. This period was also synonymous of government retrenchment from 

social sectors but also cultural affairs. As African musicians were more and more 

dependent on exterior funding, the ground was opened to foreign institutions of 

cultural cooperation and development such as UNESCO.  

In the Senegalese case, some French organizations55 played essential role in 

helping “the first generation of local cultural entrepreneurs which emerged following 

the world music boom” (Mbaye, 2011, p.85). Among them, CulturesFrance which is 

the CCFs network56, the SACEM, the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 

Association Diversity – created by the director of the Export Bureau of French Music 

– supported these entrepreneurs, who acted as cultural intermediaries bridging the 

local and global music economies. As CulturesFrance in Dakar, the British Council 

also supported the African groups survival because they were among the last venues 

programming live performances in the 1980s-1990s (Arnaud, 2007).  

However, cultural cooperation agencies as well as international organizations 

usually designed their support to culture in terms of cultural consumption. Therefore, 

they addressed mostly to diffusers of cultural production, such as festivals organizers, 

or to the artists themselves (Mbaye, 2011, p.24). It neglects other participants in the 

music production chain such as sound engineers, venues owners, distributors, 

                                                 
55 The French state also supported government initiatives such as the first edition of the 

FESMAN in 1966. 
56 CulturesFrance is a non-governmental organization which was created in 2006 from the 

AFAA (French Association for Artistic Action) and aimed to promote the French culture 

around the world. The structure changed again in 2010 to become an association called the 

French Institute. The French Institute is now in responsible for international cultural exchange. 
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advertisers or artists producing artworks and designing adverts. Furthermore, despite 

the short-term positive impact of funding dedicated to the cultural sector, French and 

British government agencies could not provide the political, economic and legal 

framework necessary to structure the music industry. 
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Chapter VII. Conclusion 
 
 

We can assess the development of the musical industry of a country according 

to different criteria. The fast globalization of cultural goods leads us to consider the 

music economies’ ability to compete in the global music market as a success factor. 

Thus, the achievements of African musicians since the world music boom in the 1980s 

appear as a measurement. Indeed, African music makes up half of the fast-growing 

world music segment of recorded music. And in this context, it seems that Senegalese 

artists seized an outstanding market share with their musical contents compared to 

Ghanaian musicians. This is mainly due to the fact that Senegal kept playing more 

“authentic” (adapted to Western tastes) popular music compared to Ghana which 

shifted to more technological music. How can colonization have influenced this 

development path? 

I argue that the major delay in the emergence of a distinct national sound in 

Senegal compared to Ghana is a significant factor in the better performance of 

Senegalese musicians on the global market. Whereas the Ghanaian brass bands 

created the first blending of African elements and Western music in the 1880s 

encouraged by the British colonials, Senegalese started to include traditional 

instruments into Western music in the 1960s. This delay is partly the result of French 

policy of assimilation, constraining - directly or indirectly - musicians to keep playing 

a repertoire approved by the French authorities.  

Due to this delay, pro-independence movements were supported by the well-

established highlife groups in the 1950s whereas music has never been a tool of 

contestation in colonial Senegal. It is in the 1960s that mbalax emerged and reached 

its climax in the 1980s, at the same time of the world music boom. By contrast, 

economic slump and political instability ruined the Ghanaian local live performance 

economy in the mid-1970s, forcing music makers to turn toward DJing or cheaper 
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technological ways of production. By the 1980s, new technological styles emerged 

and relegated traditional highlife as a “too colo” music style according to the new 

generation. Unfortunately, the Ghanaians’ tastes did not correspond to the Western 

demand and Ghanaian artists are underrepresented within the world music segment. 

Besides, Senegalese musicians kept recording in Paris after independence because 

they did not have a proper music production infrastructure. Working with Western 

sound engineers and producers, Senegalese musicians managed to appeal to a 

European audience with songs more adapted to their tastes. 

I also argue that this delay influenced how diaspora located in Europe reacted 

to the emergence of this style. Highlife musicians surely played in London in the 

1950s-1960s but Caribbean music was dominant and music circulation was not as 

smooth as in the 1980s. When mbalax emerged, established West-African 

communities wanted to attend African music concerts and were even willing to fund 

the release of mbalax records to benefit from the new local innovations (see p.60). 

They definitely contributed to the rising interest of Western audience for world music. 

Nonetheless, there is no doubt that some external factors, independent from 

colonial legacies, also influenced the Ghanaian technological shift. The economic 

difficulties of the late 1970s led to political and social tensions in both rural and urban 

areas. As a result, the series of coups d’état and political decisions, such as the Alien 

Order of 1969 or taxes over instruments and performances, contributed to kill the 

performance economy and led to musicians’ brain drain. 

 

However, reducing an African music industry to world music has limitations. 

First, most of the world music production chain is not located in the national territory. 

In the Senegalese case, the African superstars who surfed on the world music wave 

represent less than fifty of the country’s estimated 30,000 musicians (Penna, 

Thormann, & Finger, 2013, p.97). Moreover, the constant focus of Western press on 
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how Youssou N’Dour deals with his international pop star prestige allowed little 

visibility to the base of mbalax pyramid. Second, world music is not representative of 

what the local audience listen and appreciate. Thus, when we analyse the local music 

economy, it seems that external economic factors and global phenomena outweighed 

the potential impact of colonial legacies and homogenized the challenges faced by the 

music industry in Ghana and Senegal since the late 1970s. 

Indeed, both Ghana and Senegal participated in a SAP which led to the 

government retrenchment from cultural affairs. It resulted in new obstacles or 

deficiencies for music economy actors such as absence of artists’ status, hindering 

taxes or lack of public funding for cultural events and initiatives. In both countries, 

entrepreneurship became an alternative for music actors and strategies as well as 

partnerships were designed in cooperation with the private sector. As the music 

industry relies on technological production processes, the circulation of technological 

innovations also had a great impact on music industry structure. On one hand, it 

facilitated musical production when playing in a dance band was not a viable solution 

anymore. And it also permitted to reach a global market and build new music networks 

to reach audience without being dependent of a Western distribution channel. But on 

the other hand, Ghana and Senegal have been plagued by piracy phenomena and music 

protection challenge at the same time as developed countries. However, because of a 

weak regulation framework combined with a preponderant unformal economy, the 

implementation of legal sanctions as well as efficient collecting agencies is rocky. 

Coupled with this situation is also the fact that the facilitated access to music 

production means also resulted in an increased musical production regardless of 

quality. Because music producers don’t earn royalties, they multiply releases to earn 

a fix release revenue neglecting the quality of the content and the releasing strategy 

as in developed music industries.  
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Thus, globalization generated challenges that affect every country but some 

of them are better equipped – with an IRP system, collecting agencies, a business 

network – to protect the industry and guarantee a certain revenue to artists. In this way, 

they ensure creativity and added value creation because artists will invest their time 

and search for quality as they know their work will be recompensed in the future. As 

world music artists evolve in Western production and distribution chains, they do not 

face most of the Senegalese and Ghanaian struggle to live from their musical activity. 

 

But to a certain extent, world music is still a relevant indicator of how global 

music industry is evolving. It is notably representative of the rapid globalization and 

commoditization of cultural products. As an example, in both Ghana or Senegal, the 

local hip-hop community created a constellation of different activities around hip-hop 

music such as clothes design, video-making, photography or media. This is indicative 

of how the music industry developed and how story-telling and branding became 

essential parts of the music actors’ strategies. And once more, world music is a telling 

example of these phenomena. This style was precisely coined by British records and 

labels owners, music specialists and journalists for commercial purposes. Musicians, 

upstream of the distribution actors, put in place story-telling strategies to attract the 

Western audience and fulfil their exoticism wish. The way qualify himself as a “griot” 

of modern times - and the general evolution of “griot” definition – is a telling example 

of African concepts can be distorted to make audience travel. In this sense, African 

world musicians submit themselves to the desires of a Western audience and don’t 

hesitate to misrepresent their cultural roots and reality to win it over. However, this 

attitude is symptomatic of the global cultural goods market. Almost every artist is now 

bound to create profitable work. 

Because world music is part of the global mass-circulating music market, it 

represents a worldwide visible and lucrative music branch for African artists - and 
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governments. Thus, this is also the aforementioned commercialisation of music which 

permitted African artists to reinvest in the national music industry. Youssou N’Dour 

is a clear example of how an international musician can support his country, by 

reinvesting his money or representing his country abroad. Besides, even in the 

Ghanaian case, the global interest in African music helped to revitalize the live 

performance economy and cultural festivals, essentially for touristic purposes. Some 

drumming schools and trainings developed. At last, Collins raised the idea that the 

Ghanaian younger generation of musicians may lack a national superstar to give them 

hope and ambition. In this way, even if world music is not representative of the local 

music economy reality, it is a measure of international cultural prestige and a success 

story can still entail a musical outbreak. 
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intellectuelle et la romance du développement en Afrique).” Canadian 

Journal of African Studies/La Revue canadienne des études africaines 

48(3):445-461.  

Dicken, Peter. 2004. “Geographers and “globalization”: (yet) another missed boat?” 

Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 29:5-26. 

Diop, Momar-Coumba. 1992. Senegal: the Pathways of a State (Sénégal: 

Trajectoires d'un É tat). Paris : Karthala. 
https://www.codesria.org/spip.php?article585&lang=en 

––––––. 2002. Contemporary Senegal (Le Sénégal contemporain). Paris: Éditions 

Karthala.  

Doustaly, Cécile. 2013. “Cultural democratization policies in Great-Britain from 

1940 to nowadays: legitimation or instrumentalization? ("Les politiques de 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3647263
http://etheses.whiterose.ac.uk/11437/
https://www.codesria.org/spip.php?article585&lang=en


 110 

démocratisation culturelle en Grande-Bretagne de 1940 à nos jours : 

légitimation ou instrumentalisation ?)” In Démocratiser la culture. Une 

histoire comparée des politiques culturelles, edited by Martin, Laurent, and 

Poirrier, Philippe. Territoire Contemporains, April 18. Accessed November 

15, 2018. http://tristan.u-

bourgogne.fr/CGC/publications/Democratiser_culture/C_Doustaly.html 

Duran, Lucy. 1989. “Key to N'Dour: Roots of the Senegalese Star.” Popular Music 

8(3):275-284. http://www.jstor.org/stable/931277 

Escafré-Dublet, Angéline. 2014. “Culture and migration: from a social issue to a 

political stake; 1958-2007 ("Culture et immigration : De la question sociale à 
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Abstract in Korean 
 

이 프로젝트는 식민지화와 세계화가 아프리카의 음악 산업 발전에 어떤 

영향을 미쳤는지 탐구합니다. 이는 다음의 관찰에서 시작됩니다: 프랑스어를 

사용하는 나라의 음악가가 영어를 사용하는 국가의 음악가와 비교했을 때, 1980 

년대 이후 소위 말하는 "세계 음악"시장에서 더 잘 성공했습니다.  

그러나 이 음악적 지류는 서양의 미학적 코드와 취향에 의해 인도되며 

“문화 제국주의”에 대한 문제를 제기합니다. 저는 식민지화가 두 가지 경우인 

가나와 세네갈과 대조적으로 특정 국가가 다른 국가보다 전세계 청중을 더 잘 

사로 잡을 수 있게 하는지에 대한 비교연구를 진행하기로 하였습니다. 한편, 

가나와 세네갈은 각각 동화 프로젝트를 실행한 영국과 프랑스의 간접 통치를 

통해 식민지화되었습니다. 다른 한편으로,이 두 나라는 그들의 음악적 풍부함, 

특히 그들의 국가 음악으로 유명합니다. 하이 라이프 음악은 1960 년대 

가나인들이 독립에 가담하는 데 동참한 반면, mbalax 음악은 1980 년대와 향후 

10년 세네갈인들의 지지를 얻었습니다.  

역사적인 접근 방식을 인용하면서, 저는 이 두 국가의 1910 년대 

녹음음악의 시작부터 1990 년대 “세계음악” 트렌드를 주도했던 아프리카계 

음악가들의 성공까지 음악산업의 발전을 거슬러 올라가보았습니다. 이는 다음 

세 가지의 주요시기로 나누어 집니다. 식민지시대의 음악 관습에 의해 지배된 

식민지 기간, 새로 형성된 독립 국가에 대한 정체성 추구로 나타나진 독립 후 

기간, 그리고 점점 더 많은음악시장의 세계적 경향에 의해 영향을 받는 

지역음악관행이 있던 1980년대부터 시작된 기간.  

그래서 저는 식민지 시대부터 공통적인 특징과 각각의 음악 경제 개발 

사이의 차이를 알아 내려하였습니다. 그리고 식민지화의 가능한 영향을 더 잘 

이해하기 위해 식민지 이후 시기의 언어, 입법, 비즈니스 및 정치적 유대 등 

다양한 식민지 유산을 선택하였습니다. 그러나 이러한 방법론적 접근은 



 118 

세네갈과 가나 사이에 조명되어질 필요가 있는 공통점이 있음을 시사하고 있다. 

다시 말해,이 연구는 프랑스나 영국 식민지가 음악 산업 경로에 어떤 영향을 

미쳤을지 조명할 뿐만 아니라 양국의 음악 제작에 영향을 미친 체계적인 역학을 

조명하는데에 목적을 두고 있습니다.  

이 연구 프로젝트의 최종 목표는 가나와 세네갈의 음악관계자들과 

대부분 서양 국가에 위치한 세계 음악 산업 사이에 지배적인 관계가 여전히 

존재하는지 확인하는데에 있습니다. 
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